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This is the bold and intriguing assertion of the Heart Sutra, a text of seminal
importance to the Buddhist tradition made even more fascinating by its deep res-
onance with the cutting edges of quantum physics and cognitive science. In spare
and approachable language, The Heart of the Universe deftly explores this gem of
world religious literature from a variety of perspectives—historical, spiritual,
linguistic, and scientific—each serving to interdependently illuminate the other.
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Introduction

At the heart of each of us, whatever our imperfections, there exists
a silent pulse of perfect rhythm, a complex of wave-forms and res-
onances, which is absolutely individual and unique, and yet which
connects us to everything in the universe. The act of getting in
touch with this pulse can transform our personal experience and
in some way alter the world around us.

—George Leonard1

The convergence between science and mysticism, between
Eastern thought and Western pragmatism and empiricism,

and the consequent emergence of a newparadigm in recent times, offers
a renewed hope that we can transform ourselves and the world around
us. The dangers of failing to do so are readily apparent, mostly in the
near destruction of the ecological system of the planet. There are many
tools of transformation, but the only place where transformation really
takes place is in the humanheart. The ancient traditions of the East have
sought to understand the nature of reality within one’s own heart. It is
not an accident that theChineseword hsin stands for heart-mind, rather
than just one of those two concepts. In the Eastern way of looking at
things, the thinking-feeling process is a unified field, in contrast to
Cartesian dualism andWestern science’s separation of mind and body.
The Buddha spoke of nama-rupa (mind-body) as a continuum.

Human experience has shown that the heart-mind, being deeply condi-
tioned, is not an easy place for conflicts to be resolved.Deepmeditative
insights are just as difficult to be accepted by our conditioned emotional
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frameworks as the findings of contemporary scientific research. We
humans are still guided deeply, perhaps unconsciously, by our emotions,
despite our claims to be rational beings. This was brought out most
vividly in the intense emotional and even existential crisis that the pio-
neers of quantum physics (the post-Einsteinian branch of physics that
deals with themolecular structure of organisms at the subatomic or the
quantum level) underwent before they could accept the intellectual find-
ings of their own experiments. Einstein reportedly said that “God does
not play dice with the universe” on the findings of randomness in quan-
tummechanics and the uncertainty it generated. To accept that the uni-
verse is random or that uncertainty is its prime operating principle
requires a huge emotional adjustment.
The Heart Sutra, an ancient scripture from the Mahayana wisdom

school of Buddhism, offers us insight into the nature of an ultimate real-
ity through intuitive wisdom. The spaciousness of this insight allows
the heart to beat in its naturalness, beyond disputations and ideological
arguments. Now that quantum physics has found some interesting par-
allels to the basic insights of the Heart Sutra, perhaps the intellectual
and the intuitive can meet.
Although this commentary intends to view the insights ofMahayana

Buddhism in the light of quantum physics, it carries no suggestion that
the two are complementary or interchangeable. They are, at best, two
entirely different orders of looking at “reality,” each reflecting completely
different underlying processes. That these underlying processes happen
to converge at some point is the source of a new paradigm. In his pio-
neering bookThe Tao of Physics, Fritjof Capra has observed:

The conception of physical things and phenomena as transient
manifestations of an underlying fundamental entity is not only a
basic element of quantum field theory, but also a basic element of
the Easternworld view…The intuition behind the physicist’s inter-
pretation of the subatomic world, in terms of the quantum field, is
closely paralleled by that of the Eastern mystic who interprets his



Introduction � 3

or her experience of theworld in terms of an ultimately underlying
reality.
Buddhists express the same ideawhen they call the ultimate real-

ity shunyata—“Emptiness” or “the void”—and affirm that it is a
living Void which gives birth to all forms in the phenomenal
world… Thus the Void of the Eastern mystic can easily be com-
pared to the quantum field of subatomic physics. Like the quan-
tum field, it gives birth to an infinite variety of forms which it
sustains and, eventually, reabsorbs.2

The effort in this commentary is to see this convergence in a creative
light, knowing full well that after convergence the two understandings of
reality separate again and their underlying processes take a different turn.
Above all, this commentary on theHeart Sutra is offered in the spirit

of a Zen practitioner. It is not intended to be a definitive statement about
Mahayana philosophy to be dissected by academic philosophers. This
commentary arose out ofmy ownneed, and presumably the need of like-
minded Zen students, to understand the historical and doctrinal back-
ground of this seminal document. But I did notwant to get caught in the
minutiae of academic analysis and turn this commentary into yet
another doctrinal point of view.My focus is not on doctrinal orthodoxy
but rather on a radically new understanding of an ancient teaching: the
model of the universe set forth in quantum physics.
Since the teaching of the Heart Sutra is centered on insight into

“emptiness,” the Sanskrit word shunyata (Pali: suññata) is used here
throughout, rather than its quite inadequate English translation. It is
thus hoped that the inherent vibrancy of shunyata teachings, which
have infused the spirit of Mahayana for the last two thousand years,
will emerge in the following commentary. Since the developed tradi-
tion of Zen bears the imprint of shunyata throughout, it is hoped as
well that readers will approach this commentary through the prism of
their own meditation practice, and that the vibrancy of their practice
will find resonance in the insights of the sutra. As the pioneering scholar
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Edward Conze has remarked, “It cannot be the purpose of a commen-
tary to convey directly to the reader the spiritual experiences which a
sutra describes. They only reveal themselves to persistentmeditation. A
commentary must be content to explain the words used.”3

A note on the English translation of the sutra: There are many trans-
lations of the Maha Prajna Paramita Hridaya Sutra (Heart Sutra) now
being used by variousZen communities in theUnited States andEurope.
The translation used here is claimed to be based onKumarajiva’sChinese
translation from the early fifth century. It is used by theKwanUmschool
of Zen, where I did my own formal Zen training. I ammost at home in
chanting this version.Other English translations from the sameKumara-
jiva original may have different renderings. There are difficulties in cer-
tain words translated into English from Chinese or Sanskrit. A
generation or two of Zen practitioners in the West have become used
to chanting their own particular English version, and it’s quite hard to
change these habits. I hope that these chanting habits can be momen-
tarily set aside to investigate the spirit of the sutra through its textuality.



The Text Itself





TheText Itself � 7

The Maha Prajna Paramita Hridaya Sutra

Avalokiteshvara Bodhisattva, when practicing deeply Prajna
Paramita, perceives that all five skandhas are empty and is saved
from all suffering and distress.

Shariputra, form does not differ from emptiness; emptiness does
not differ from form. That which is form is emptiness, that which
is emptiness is form. The same is true of feelings, perceptions,
impulses, consciousness.

Shariputra, all dharmas are marked with emptiness. They do not
appear or disappear, are not tainted or pure, do not increase or
decrease. Therefore, in emptiness no form, no feelings, perceptions,
impulses, consciousness. No eyes, no ears, no nose, no tongue, no
body, no mind, no color, no sound, no smell, no taste, no touch,
no object of mind, no realm of eyes, and so forth until no realm of
mind consciousness.No ignorance and also no extinction of it, and
so forth until no old age and death and also no extinction of them.
No suffering, no origination, no stopping, no path, no cognition,
also no attainment with nothing to attain.

The bodhisattva depends on Prajna Paramita, and the mind is no
hindrance; without any hindrance, no fears exist. Far apart from
every perverted view, one dwells in Nirvana.

In the three worlds all buddhas depend on Prajna Paramita and
attain Anuttara Samyak Sambodhi.

Therefore know that Prajna Paramita is the great transcendent
mantra, is the great bright mantra, is the utmost mantra, is the
suprememantrawhich is able to relieve all suffering and is true, not
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false. So proclaim the Prajna Paramitamantra, proclaim themantra
which says:

Gate, gate, paragate, parasamgate, bodhi svaha!

Gate, gate, paragate, parasamgate, bodhi svaha!

Gate, gate, paragate, parasamgate, bodhi svaha!



Background and Setting
of the Sutra
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Historical Background of the Sutra

The term “Buddhism,” used generically and rather loosely in contem-
porary Western discourses, is best understood as an ever-evolving phe-
nomenon with three distinct aspects to its history.
First, the original teachings of a historical person. This personwas, of

course, Siddhartha Gautama, who became the Buddha, the Awakened
One. These core teachings are the four noble truths, which include the
eightfold path, and the chain of dependent origination. There is a his-
torical consensus on the authenticity of these teachings and the teacher.
There is also broad agreement among scholars that the discourses con-
tained in the Nikayas (discourse collections) of the Pali canon are the
teachings of the historical Buddha.
Second, the Buddhist philosophy. This comprises the developed doc-

trines such as the Abhidhamma canon of the Theravada, the Sarvasti-
vadin, and other orthodox traditions as well as the sutras (sermons
attributed to the Buddha) and the shastras (commentaries on the sutras)
of the Mahayana tradition, whose composition and compilation took
place over a period of centuries after the death of the Buddha. (The
Abhidhamma is a compendium of lists and categories for various func-
tions and operations of the humanmind thatwere taught by the Buddha
but were not systematized. At the time of the third Buddhist council in
ancient India [ca. 250 BCE], a definingmoment in Buddhist history, var-
ious schools had their own specializedAbhidhamma,most likely for the
purposes of monks being able to memorize these categories as part of
theirmonastic learning. Today, only theAbhidhamma of theTheravada
remains extant in its original form.However, in early medieval India, it
was the Abhidhamma of the Sarvastivadin school that was most influ-
ential. The Sanskritized rescension of the subschools of Mahayana is
known as Abhidharma.)
Third, the Buddhist religion, a smorgasbord of bewildering and seem-

ingly contradictory practices and beliefs ranging from the marathon
monks ofMt. Hiei in Japan to the devotees of Pure Land andNichiren
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sects in East Asia to lay supporters of forest monks in Thailand and Sri
Lanka. The differences among these varieties are more properly the
domain of anthropology and sociology.
With regard to these three aspects, it is important to keep in mind

that Buddhist thought and practice is a pluralistic tradition in Asia.
Buddhism is not a unitary phenomenon. The term “Buddhism” is a
nineteenth-century invention, no longer useful or helpful in our
twenty-first-century discourses.
“Buddhism” as a unitary designation, bequeathed to us by Christian

missionaries of the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, survives
today in the Western mind’s compulsive tendency to think in unitary
terms. For a trained historian of religions it is important to separate
philosophical issues from folk narratives.When done properly, the sep-
aration can require a certain quarantining of the philosophical from the
folk narratives. This is true asmuch of Buddhism as it is of Christianity
and other religions.
A primary shortcoming in the folk narratives of Buddhism in Asia

(and, arguably, in each religious tradition) is that they are essentially
local. These local expressions are not always capable of producing a
grand narrative, which is often the domain of philosophical and doctri-
nal traditions. This is a problem thatWestern expressions of “Buddhism”
must contend with. The critical question becomes: What do you do
when local folk narratives, inherited fromAsian traditions, collide with
doctrinal traditions established by scholars in these sameAsianBuddhist
traditions? One possible strategy is to establish as wide and reliable a
context as possible for negotiating the treacherous ground between these
two uneasily coexisting facets of the same tradition.
Thus, a reading of the Heart Sutra by a Western practitioner has to

balance its central teaching of “emptiness” with its popular and iconic
status in the folk narratives ofChina, Japan, andKorea over the last sev-
eral centuries. It is helpful to remember that Buddhism flourished in
Asia formillennia as a folk religion and as an inspiration for civic insti-
tutions, both of which are aspects of Buddhist religion. The translation
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of these frameworks in the modern West, practically and culturally,
remains perhaps the most tangled of knots. In many ways these two
aspects are the heart and blood of cultural Buddhism, but in some
respects they have little or nothing to do with the original teachings.
It should also be noted thatmany of the texts that would normally be

considered part of Buddhist philosophy assign primacy to practices and
rituals that may have little to do with Buddha’s teachings. A reader or
practitioner not born into a Buddhist culture needs to track these
boundary crossings in order to create a proper framework for under-
standing what’s being addressed.
Historically, theHeart Sutra, or the Prajna ParamitaHridaya Sutra, to

give it its proper Sanskrit name, freely crosses the boundary between
Buddhist philosophy and Buddhist religion. The present commentary
tries to keep track of such boundary crossings whenever necessary or
helpful. The Heart Sutra is arguably the best known of the Mahayana
sutras. Chanted daily in Buddhist monasteries in China, Japan, Korea,
Tibet, and theWest, this short sutra (containing about fourteen verses
in Sanskrit and 270 characters inChinese) is a basic text of Zen tradition
and is considered to contain the essence of all Mahayana wisdom
schools.
Zen (orChan) began inChina as ameditation school andwas shaped

mostly by its sutra literature (despiteZen’s professed anti-intellectualism).
These sutras, originating in ancient India around 200 BCE, capture the
dramatic fervor and religious aspirations of new movements that had
broken away from the earlier forms of Buddhism. The records of the
Third Council (ca. 250 BCE) give us glimpses into various doctrinal
experiments carried on by these new schools andmovements. This coun-
cil was convened by King Ashoka (r. ca. 272–236 BCE), who became a
great patron of Buddhist communities in ancient India, for the purposes
of ascertaining which of the many doctrines then prevalent were in
accordance with the teachings of the Buddha. It was at this council that
theAbhidhamma (in its Pali rescension)was accepted as the third “bas-
ket” (pitaka) of Buddha’s teachings, the other two being the sutta-pitaka
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(“basket of discourses”), and the vinaya-pitaka (“basket ofmonastic rules
of conduct”).
Although the term “Mahayana” is of a much later vintage within

Indian Buddhism (it is not to be found in the arguments at the Third
Council), its doctrines are centered around the teaching of shunyata and
the bodhisattva ideal. This ideal exhorts a practitioner to work for the
liberation of all beings, howevermany, rather than striving just for one’s
own liberation. This ideal developed in contrast to themodel of the ara-
hat, the Buddhist saint, of the earlier orthodox tradition, and the new
ideal was claimed to be superior in its aspirations. These are the twin
teachings of the Prajna Paramita group of sutras of which the Heart
Sutra is the core expression. D. T. Suzuki, the great facilitator between
the Zen tradition and the West, finds in the psychology of the bodhi-
sattva “one of the greatest achievements of the life of spirit.”
The Prajna Paramita sutras, or the sutras of Transcendent Wisdom,

are inspirational sources for a number of early rebel or reformist groups
that were present at the time of theThirdCouncil. The earliest portions
of these sutras go back to the period between 200 BCE and 100 CE; the
Heart Sutra itself has been dated by Edward Conze at 350 CE. Another
pioneering scholar, Heinrich Dumoulin, tells us:

The greatMahayana sutras form the center ofMahayana; in them
the new religious inspiration is crystallized. Amassive and impos-
ing body of literature, the sutras differs greatly in content, but each
and every one of them breathes the spirit of Mahayana. These
widely scatteredwritings servemany religious communities.While
individual sutras or groups of sutras take up particular themes, they
concur and overlap at many points. Moreover, one and the same
sutra can give rise to different religiousmovements. They are often
accompanied by explanatory commentaries, or sastras.4

When the teachings of theBuddha firstmoved fromIndia toChina in its
Mahayana forms, they were known not as Buddhism but as the Religion
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of Prajna Paramita or, since the sutras of Prajna Paramita centered on
the teachings of shunyata, as the Religion of Nothingness. In this
chronological framework, the teachings contained in the Prajna
Paramita sutras are what might be called proto-Mahayana.
The Heart Sutra is one of approximately thirty-eight sutras in the

Prajna Paramita group, and it is the shortest of them. In it the dynamic
vibrancy of shunyata and the seemingly cryptic delineation of its mean-
ing have been captured with a radical economy of expression that has
fascinated countless generations of Buddhist thinkers in India, China,
Tibet, and other lands.
TheHeart Sutra scholarship was thrown into disarray in recent years

when Jan Nattier wrote a groundbreaking monograph, “The Heart
Sutra: A Chinese Apocryphal Text?”5 in which she argued, on philo-
logical evidence, that the present version of the sutra was originally writ-
ten in Chinese most likely by Kumarajiva in early fifth century CE and
excerpted from the larger Prajna Paramita Sutra, re-translated into San-
skrit, and backdated to an Indian origin. If the Nattier thesis is correct,
it would detract from the holiness that medieval Chinese Buddhists
attributed to texts originating in India. These scholarly wrinkles do not
necessarily diminish the historical prominence or popularity of the sutra
in Chinese Buddhism (and now in the West), but they call for a new
understanding of the sutra, in which it is seen as a Chinese rather than
an Indian text.
The popularity and veneration of this sutra inChina owes a good deal

to the life and adventures of the great pilgrimXuanzang (Hsuan-tsang;
ca. 600–666), who journeyed to India to find the sources of the Bud-
dhism that prevailed inChina during his youth. The adversity he had to
overcome in his journeys is the stuff of legends and has since become a
staple of Chinese popular literature. He reported that during the
extremely dangerous crossing of theTaklamakan desert inCentral Asia,
en route to India, he chanted theHeart Sutra almost nonstop toward off
dangers and difficulties, seen and unseen.
Xuanzang’s journey to and stay in India from 628 to 644 CE is one of
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the great landmarks of Chinese Buddhist history, and is the subject of
the popular sixteenth-century Ming romance Journey to the West. This
epic is to popular Chinese imagination what Don Quixote or Pilgrim’s
Progress is toWestern literature. Xuanzang’s chanting of theHeart Sutra
as a dharani (magical spell) of immense supernatural power has assumed
mythic proportion in the popular Chinese imagination, at times with-
out any reference to the deep insights of the sutra itself. The popular-
ization of theHeart Sutra has been taken to extreme commercial ends in
recent years in China, Japan, and Korea through its printing on such
items as teacups, hand towels, and neckties.
Xuanzang’s deep familiarity with the Heart Sutra suggests that the

Kumarajiva translation, done more than two hundred years before
Xuanzang’s time, had become deeply embedded inChinese Buddhism,
at least within its monastic communities. Xuanzang himself did a
highly acclaimed translation of the sutra in 649 upon his return from
India. Both he and Kumarajiva are considered to be among the great-
est translators of Indian Buddhist texts into Chinese.
Since Xuanzang’s time some of the greatest thinkers in Buddhist his-

tory—among themAtisa, Fazang (Fa-tsang), Kukai, andHakuin—have
written commentaries on the Heart Sutra. This distinguished com-
mentarial tradition highlights the need of Buddhist practitioners in each
generation to understand how this seminal text speaks to them. It is not
without interest to note how each generation of practitioners has applied
not only its own particular understanding of Buddhist teachings but its
cultural prejudices as well to the terminology of the sutra. The perspec-
tives and concerns of the practitioners’milieus are quite distinct in these
commentaries. The present commentary’s forays into quantum physics
and neuroscience are equally indicative of our contemporary culture’s
concern with its particular frames of reference.
This means that while the Heart Sutra celebrates shunyata as a time-

less truth, itmust also be seen as a historical document engaged in rivalry
with the rationalist-schematic approach taken by the Abhidhamma
monks of the orthodox Sarvastivadin school whose doctrines were quite
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influential in early medieval India. It should also be noted that there
were scholarly monks of Mahayana persuasion in early medieval India
with their own Abhidharma corpus. Their literature differs in signifi-
cant details from that of the orthodox schools. In later centuries, while
the Abhidhamma remained frozen as a sacred, inviolable text in the
countries of Southeast Asia, the Mahayana followers created their own
sutra literature to develop and support new indigenous practices and rit-
uals in East Asia.
In the centuries after the Buddha’s death, the orthodox Abhi-

dhamma/Abhidharma monks, with their encyclopedic literature, cre-
ated categories of analysis to the point where it became, in the words of
the Zen historianHeinrichDumoulin, “a dishearteningly lifeless prod-
uct without metaphysical élan.”6 Mahayana sutras thunder again and
again against philosophers (Abhidharmists) who are disposed to freeze
reality into a categorical permanence and to discriminate between sub-
ject and object.
Doctrinally, the Heart Sutra seems to be a specific rejoinder to the

Abhidhamma schema of the Sarvastivadin school that had become dom-
inant in Indian Buddhism after the downfall of theMaurya dynasty (ca.
second century BCE). Various responses to Sarvastivadin doctrines lie at
the genesis of themovement that later came to be calledMahayana, and
the Heart Sutra is a crucial text in the evolution of that movement.
Briefly stated, the Sarvastivadin Abhidhamma advocated a radical

theory of pluralism that sought to affirm the existence of momentary
entities (dharmas) in the past, present, and future simultaneously. Their
important contribution to the theory of time need not detain us; their
central argumentwas that reality is a complex systemof dharmas. These
building blocks of the universe cannot be reduced further—they are
thus “ultimates”—but they can be known; and liberation consists of such
knowledge. The Sarvastivadins offered a list of seventy-five dharmas,
which, like the theory of atoms in Greek philosophy, represent final,
indivisible units. In the Sarvastivadin view these dharmas are real; they
have existed from beginningless time and only change from a latent to a
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manifest state. These Sarvastivadin doctrines were trigger points that
invited a response fromMahayanamonkswhose orientationwas already
shifting toward practices of faith and devotion. Theyweremaking a fun-
damental shift from analytical knowledge (of the dharmas) to gnosis
(intuitive or mystical knowledge).
Why this prominence of the orthodox Sarvastivadin school in the

scheme of things? Largely it’s a matter of history and geography. After
being excluded from the patronage network in the aftermath of the
Third Council, the monks of the Sarvastivadin school moved from the
eastern (Magadhan) to the northwestern part of India (present-day
Kashmir). Thiswas also the regionwhere other nascentMahayana forms
of practice and philosophy developed. By the time ofNagarjuna (ca. sec-
ond century CE) the northwestern part of India was the new and vital
center of Buddhist practice and doctrinal development.
Nagarjuna is the most important ofMahayana thinkers; he is indeed

the foundational teacher of all Mahayana philosophy. His dialectic of
Madhyamika (Middle Way) has formed the basis of all subsequent
Mahayana philosophy. In a roundabout way theHeart Sutra is a cogent
and concise summation of what Nagarjuna conveys in his extremely
sophisticated dialectic. The key difference is that the Heart Sutra was
most likely written for purposes ofmemorization bymonks and laypeo-
ple alike and also as a shortcut to reinforcing core Mahayana teachings
of shunyata and the bodhisattva’s path.
In the still-solidifying tradition of Mahayana, the Heart Sutra is a

key document that demolishes all categories of plurality and dualism
and points out that such categorical thinking is not conducive for the
cultivation of wisdom that leads to awakening. In the earliest stages of
the formation of Mahayana, some schools of thought proposed a doc-
trine of “five words” of the Buddha. According to this doctrine, medi-
tation on these words alone has transcendental significance and the
power to bring liberation (which, they claimed, was not the case with
the rest of the discourses). These five words are: non-self (Pali: anatta,
Skt: anatman); impermanence (anicca, anitya); anguish or stress
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(dukkha); transcendence (nibbana, nirvana); and emptiness (suññata,
shunyata).
The school most prominently associated with the doctrine of five

words as transcendental was the school of Bahushrutiyas (“those who
have heard many teachings”). This school was itself a subschool of
Lokottaravada, a school whosemain argumentwas that the Buddhawas
a transcendental (lokottara) “principle” rather than a historical person.
According to its followers the teachings of this transcendental principle
can be divided into the mundane (for worldly understanding) and the
transcendental (for final liberation). The position espoused by the fol-
lowers of the Lokottaravada and Bahushrutiyas led to a transhistorical
understanding of the Buddha and, in due course, opened the door to a
fascinationwith themystical and themagical, especially inChinese and
other East Asian cultures. Many practices in folk Buddhist traditions
are, understandably, a continuation of this fascination. A fascination
with the magico-mantric is equally prevalent in the Buddhist countries
of Southeast Asia, where Abhidhamma is the main textual source. The
most prominent of such instances is the Buddhism of Burma (now
Myanmar), where the scholastic and the folkloric coexist somewhat
uneasily.
Early Mahayanists share the first four of the “five words” with the

Nikaya tradition of Pali Buddhism; it is with the inclusion of the fifth
word, shunyata, that early Mahayana asserts its differences with the
orthodox schools. Thus it may be argued that shunyata is the only real
doctrinal innovation of early Indian Mahayana philosophy. But then
again, the term is not entirely absent in the Pali discourses. For the
Nikaya followers, the term shunyata—emptiness—may have been syn-
onymous with anatta—non-self or no-soul—but the latter term had
restricted use in describing persons. The Mahayana invention was to
postulate shunyata as the essential emptiness of the phenomenal world,
including the world within a person’s mind.
The thinkers ofMahayana schools took care to deny the existence of

shunyata as yet another category. Consequently, we have the teaching
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of shunyata-shunyatam (emptiness of emptiness) in the later tradition,
whichwarns against the dangers of conceptualizing shunyata as a thing-
in-itself. Shunyata is an insight or wisdom that’s captured in wordless
intuition. InMahayana understanding, it is only through this intuitive
wisdom that one can realize the true nature of the phenomenal world,
let go of all clinging to it, and reach the “other shore” of liberation.
The popularity of theHeart Sutra in Buddhist tradition lies not only

in its brevity but also in the elusiveness of its meaning. Distinguished
commentators over the ages have formulated a wide diversity of inter-
pretations of it, which has led Edward Conze to observe that the [com-
mentators] “tell us more what the text meant to themwithin their own
culture than what the Indian original intended to convey.”7

Thus Kukai (the founder of Shingon Buddhism) in ninth-century
Japan speaks on theHeart Sutra from a tantric point of view that is prac-
tically impossible to understand for someone who has not been initi-
ated into its esoteric ritual intricacies. But it nonetheless shows Kukai’s
distinctive interpretation of classical IndianMahayana doctrines.
Similarly, in the Indo-Tibetan tradition, Kamalashila in eighth-

century Tibet stakes out a position that is still central to the Tibetan
understanding of the Heart Sutra, most notably in Kamalashila’s influ-
ence on the seminal Tibetan master Tsongkhapa several centuries later.
TodayTsongkhapa (1357–1419) is toTibetanBuddhist traditionwhat St.
Thomas Aquinas is tomedieval Christianity—the font of all inviolable
doctrinal frameworks.
The commentary on the Heart Sutra by Hakuin Ekaku, the Rinzai

Zen master who revitalized koan study in Japan in the eighteenth-
century is quite unlike any “spiritual” text one is likely to come across. If
it were not for the fact thatHakuin was one of the greatest Zenmasters
in history, it would be easy enough to suspect his interpretation as
inspiredmore by the pharmaceutical than the doctrinal.How else is one
to understandHakuin’s description of the famous line “Form is no other
than emptiness; emptiness no other than form,” as “A lame turtle with
painted eyebrows stands in the evening breeze”?8
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All this goes to show that perhaps all the divergent interpretations of
theHeart Sutra are somehow appropriate, each in its ownway, since the
elusive meaning of shunyata demands that each generation of Buddhist
thinkers and practitioners in each culture come to grips with it through
the praxis of experience.
The Heart Sutra has two versions, the longer and the shorter. The

longer version, available to us in the Indo-Tibetan tradition, has a pro-
logue in which the Buddha enters into samadhi (concentration) and an
epilogue in which he rises from samadhi and praises the bodhisattva
Avalokiteshvara, who had just spoken what has become the text of the
shorter Heart Sutra. The shorter version, available principally through
the Zen tradition and discussed here, begins without the prologue and
has Avalokiteshvara contemplating the meaning of the profound per-
fection of wisdom. This shorter version also has no epilogue.
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The Setting

In traditional telling, the Heart Sutra was preached on Vulture Peak,
east of the ancient Indian city of Rajagriha, the capital of the kingdom
ofMagadha. Rajagriha was one of the two major cities of ancient India
most frequently visited by the Buddha during his forty-five years of
teaching. Vulture Peak is said to have been a favorite site of his, and here
he gave a number of sermons to assemblies of monks and laypeople.
Many of the texts recorded in the Pali canon of early Buddhism were
spoken at Vulture Peak.
The prologue in the longer version of the sutra introduces us to the

leading characters: Shakyamuni Buddha, Avalokiteshvara Bodhisattva,
and Shariputra, one of the chief disciples of the Buddha renowned for
insights into anatta or not-self. The Buddha does not speak in the pro-
logue but enters into samadhi and silently empowers Shariputra to ask
and Avalokiteshvara to answer. The silence of the Buddha here is char-
acteristic ofmuch ofMahayana literature, and supports its classical view
that the Buddha is “no longer simply the teacher but is transformed into
the principle of enlightenment, a silent, eternal, numinous presence, the
dharmakaya [the self-identification of an awakened mind with every-
thing else in the universe].”9

The Heart Sutra is the only Prajna Paramita text in which the
bodhisattva Avalokiteshvara appears. Avalokiteshvara’s presence here
is significant on several counts: first, it attests to the relatively late date
of the sutra, a time when the cult of the bodhisattva of compassion
had become well established. Avalokiteshvara is this bodhisattva’s
name in Indian Mahayana; in Chinese it is Kuan Yin or Guanyin; in
Japanese, Kannon or Kanzeon; in Korean, Kwan Se Um. The first sig-
nificant mention of this bodhisattva of compassion is to be found in
the twenty-fourth chapter of the Lotus Sutra which also became a basis
for Pure Land sutras in later generations. Ava means “looking down”
or “beholding”; loka is the phenomenal world, and lokita refers to its
doings; and ishvarameans, literally, the lord or the deity. So the name
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Avalokiteshvara literally means “the lord who looks down at the world
from above.”
In another related etymological formation, the root verb for ishvara

is svara, or “sound.” This would lead to a parallel translation as “the lord
who hears the sounds or cries of the world.” Thus, a full understanding
of “Avalokiteshvara” as it has emerged in the folk narratives of East Asia
is “the lord who beholds the doings of the phenomenal world and hears
its cries with compassion.”
In iconographical representations, this bodhisattva has a thousand

arms and an eye in the palm of each hand, through which she is able to
help all those who seek her help inways that are skillfully appropriate to
each person’s need. These iconographical representations also show
worldly beings floundering in the sea of samsara while the bodhisattva
looks down from above.
The bodhisattva of compassion transformed from a male figure in

Indian Buddhism to a female figure in China, Japan, Korea, and Tibet;
this transformation remains one of the greatmysteries of theMahayana
Buddhism that developed in North and East Asia. In traditional patri-
archal societies, male archetypes were associatedwith the roles of priest,
warrior, and merchant; and religious and social hierarchies arose from
these roles. These same societies associated compassion and caring with
feminine qualities and assigned them to female deities in the religious
pantheon. It is likely that as Buddhism evolved in earlymedieval China,
the Taoist model of harmonizing the two polar energies of yin and yang
(yin as the feminine, compassionate, soft, nurturing, yielding, receptive;
yang as the masculine, energetic, proactive, hard, unyielding) may have
played a pivotal role in providing a complementary background for the
Mahayana’s balance of wisdom and compassion.
Why was this balance needed? The early Mahayana practitioners in

India may have felt that the extraordinary emphasis on wisdom in the
earlier Pali Nikaya tradition caused or could cause one-sidedness in the
understanding of the Buddha’s teachings. Although compassion is pres-
ent in the Pali Nikayas as a quality to be cultivated, its role in these texts



24 � The Heart of the Universe

is secondary to the cultivation of wisdom.The innovation inMahayana
Buddhism was to raise compassion to equal standing, to somehow bal-
ance the shocking intensity of thewisdomof emptiness with a leavening
of healing and helping through compassion.
The care and love given by amother to a child is easy to associate with

the bodhisattva of compassion as a female archetype. What seems to
emerge from the narratives of folk Buddhism throughoutChina, Japan,
andKorea is the quality of care the supplicant expects to find in seeking
a refuge in the bodhisattva of compassion.10

“Compassion” is primarily a linguistic and doctrinal subject in Indian
Prajna Paramita sutras, whereas the bodhisattva of compassion in East
Asian representations is an iconographical embodiment of the same sub-
ject. Iconography moves us into the realm of the believer-practitioner,
the folkloric, and the anthropological.
That theHeart Sutra is a text for the practitioner-believer implies that

its meaning and understanding are no longer an exclusive province of
the IndianMahayana philosopher but have become the heritage of the
Chinese, Japanese, or Korean practitioner.
On the face of it, theHeart Sutra is completely dedicated to the teach-

ing of shunyata without any reference whatever to compassion, which
traditionally includes the upaya, or “skillful means,” of the bodhisattva.
The absence of the theme of compassion in theHeart Sutra is countered,
implicitly, by the fact that the wisdom essential for the attainment of
buddhahood is proclaimed by a bodhisattva who is the very embodi-
ment of compassion.
The presence of Shariputra is equally significant. The Heart Sutra

does not inveigh against the shravakas (disciples of the Buddha, literally
“hearers”), as is characteristic of the longer Mahayana sutras where
shravakas are considered inferior to the bodhisattvas both in wisdom
and in aspiration to enlightenment. The presence of Shariputra in the
Heart Sutra provides the polemical foil. In Pali scriptures Shariputra is
considered the wisest of the disciples of the Buddha. His historical role
as the founder of the Abhidhamma scholastic approach is decisive
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within Pali Buddhism. Here he is presented as being perplexed and
unable to understand the deeper meaning of shunyata teaching. The
“wisdom”withwhich Shariputra is associated is an understanding of the
categorical analyses of Abhidhamma, whose chief assertion is the view
that dharmas are ultimate units of experience. The assertion here is that
the highest formofwisdom—Prajna Paramita—is that all units of expe-
rience are ultimately empty, and that the teaching of shunyata begins
where Abhidhamma ends. The sutra thus deconstructs the previous
Abhidhamma understanding of dharmas and articulates a new frame-
work for how the dharmas should be understood.
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The Title: Maha Prajna Paramita Hridaya Sutra

Mahameans great or large.Prajnameanswisdom, andmore specifically,
intuitive, preverbal wisdom. Paramita is commonly translated as “per-
fection,” although in a different etymological usage it can alsomean “that
which has gone beyond” or “transcendental.” Hridaya means “heart,”
but, as mentioned earlier, its context here is that of heart-mind. The
word hridayamay also be understood as a “core” or “essence” rather than
a physical organ. Sutra is the spoken word, which, in the Buddhist tra-
dition, is the sermon or words spoken by the Buddha. Thus the full
meaning of the title can be either “TheGreatHeart of PerfectWisdom”
or “The Heart of Great TranscendentWisdom.” Or we may use poetic
license to translate it as “The Wisdom of the Great Heart of the Uni-
verse”—this would certainly be in keepingwith the insight that the sutra
offers into shunyata as the core of the universe.
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Avalokiteshvara Bodhisattva…

Avalokiteshvara is a celestial bodhisattva inMahayana cosmology and is
an embodiment of compassion. A recentwork of significant scholarship
offers cultural and social insights into this gender transformation from
amale figure in Indian tradition to a female figure inChinese tradition.11

The imagerymost often associatedwithGuanyin, theChinese form,
is that of a bodhisattva who hears and beholds the cries and struggles of
beings drowning in the ocean of samsara, and reaches down to pull them
up. The Tibetan name for Avalokiteshvara is Chenrezig, meaning one
“who always has his eyes open,” who is always compassionately aware of
the suffering of all beings.
The word bodhisattva is a composite of bodhi, which means being

awake or enlightened, and sattva, meaning a living being. InMahayana
understanding, bodhisattvas are beings who have diligently cultivated
the qualities necessary for becoming a buddha.We have seen above that
the determining factor for their actions is a boundless compassion
informed by the supremewisdomof shunyata. These compassionate acts
are skillful, but they are not personalized. This means that the compas-
sion of the bodhisattva is directed not to the suffering person’s personal
narrative but to the person’s general condition of being caught in the net
of karmic transgressions. Although this is not the place to go into a
lengthy discussion of the issue, this paradigm of the bodhisattva as a
helping being is essentially different from that of a psychotherapist
whose engagement is with the personal narrative of the client. The
bodhisattva’s engagement acknowledges the personal narrative but
focuses on the much larger vision of existence, suffering, karma, and
rebirth.
TheMahayana distinguishes two kinds of bodhisattvas—earthly and

transcendental. Earthly bodhisattvas live a life of compassion and service
to others as an expression of their commitment toworking toward liber-
ation. Transcendental bodhisattvas are sometimes called bodhisattva-
mahasattva. They are those who have actualized all the paramitas
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(perfections) and have attained buddhahood, but they have postponed
their entry into complete, remainderless nirvana. They are in possession
of perfect wisdom and are no longer subject to theworkings of samsara.
They are also in possession of all upaya-paramita or the perfection of
skillful means necessary to help beings caught up in samsara. In popu-
lar imagination, they can manifest themselves to believers in earthly
forms.
Just asAvalokiteshvara is a representation of compassion inMahayana

Buddhism, so the bodhisattvaManjushri is an embodiment of wisdom.
Both are transcendental bodhisattvas and they balance and reinforce
each other. Together they represent the core qualities of a bodhisattva in
Mahayana formulations. The implication is that a buddha, as the per-
fected bodhisattva, whether the historical Shakyamuni or a transhistor-
ical figure, is the embodiment of a perfect balance of wisdom and
compassion.
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…when practicing deeply Prajna Paramita…

In the prologue of the longer version of the sutra, this line depicts the
Buddha as being immersed in deep samadhi while the bodhisattva
Avalokiteshvara too is absorbed in contemplating the meaning of the
perfection of wisdom. The statement is significant here in that the tra-
dition insists that “a looking into” the nature of reality is not a matter
of mere intellectual analysis (which the followers ofMahayana accused
the Abhidharmist monks of doing) but demands deep absorption, so
that awareness moves from the merely superficial to the profoundly
intuitive. This is true for the celestial bodhisattva as it is for each earthly
practitioner. Other translations of “practicing deeply” are “deep real-
ization” or “dwelling in the depths of Prajna Paramita.” The idea here
is the cultivation of the deep wisdom necessary for seeing directly into
the nature of things.
In Mahayana cosmology, Prajna Paramita (perfection of wisdom) is

seen as the “mother of all buddhas.” If we interpret themother as a source
fromwhich all things are born, wewill understand thewisdomof shun-
yata or emptiness as the source of liberation for all buddhas and bodhi-
sattvas. All bodhisattvas, whether earthly or celestial, meditate
continually on the wisdom of shunyata.
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…perceives that all five skandhas are empty…

In this deep contemplation of the wisdom of shunyata the bodhisattva
perceives the five skandhas to be empty. The word perceives here is syn-
onymous with having insight into or having deep realization of [empti-
ness of all phenomena]. It is an insight, a realization of deep truth that
throws light onwhatwas previouslymisunderstood. It is an act of purifi-
cation of ignorance. In the deepest meaning of the term, it is not an
actual person who perceives or has realization, but rather a purified
awareness itself that witnesses deep truth. Or, to put it another way, it is
not some technical knowledge that belongs to a person’s resumé but an
ongoing process of seeing deeply into the nature of things. The function
of this insight is to reconfigure one’s own ways of being in the world so
that the conditioned existence is now tuned to thewholesome and help-
ful to oneself and others.
Next, before we look at the term skandha, it might be useful to deal

first with some of the complexities around the term “emptiness,” since it
is the central teaching not only of the Heart Sutra but also of the entire
Mahayana literature. A translation of the Sanskrit word shunyata into
Western languages has always been problematic. When translated as
“void” or “emptiness” it has a nihilistic undertone, which is how theOri-
entialists of the nineteenth century understood and portrayed Bud-
dhism. Fortunately our understanding of the term—and of Buddhist
teachings—has grown in recent decades and has prevailed over earlier
misinterpretations.
The word shunyata is composed of shunya (empty) + ta (belonging

to). The root of the word shunya itself comes from the verb svi, mean-
ing “to swell up.” At the same time, the term shunya (Pali: suñña)means,
among other things, an uninhabited place. Thus, from the very begin-
ning, the root verb sets up a difficulty of understandingwhat has swelled
up and what is empty. The metaphors used to illuminate this dilemma
in the compound term shunyata are a swelling or a bubble or an unin-
habited hut. In each case there appears to be an identifiable form that
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encloses something.What is seen are enclosures; and our commonsense
view is that enclosuresmust contain something. The reality, however, is
that each enclosure in thesemetaphors is hollow or contentless. Today’s
physics probably has mathematical formulations that will show how a
swelling or a bubble comes into manifestation without there being any
content.
In the Buddhist wisdom tradition, the compound term shunyata

serves the function of distinguishing between appearance and reality.
When one is deluded, one assumes that what is apprehended by the
senses (that is, the bubble) contains something identifiable or graspable;
the corrective application of prajna (wisdom, or in this context insight
into shunyata) allows one to see that all appearances aremade up of dif-
ferent components and are therefore illusory, not real in themselves, and
that there is nothing inherent in them that can be grasped, appropri-
ated, or owned. Grasping an illusion will only lead to delusion. Prajna
does not automatically invalidate appearances, but rather challenges us
to investigate the issue of “essence” more closely.
Shunyata is a concept that appears in the Pali canon butwas generally

ignored by the Abhidhamma systematizers. In the Pali suttas, this term
was used in a double sense. First, it referred to a direct mode of percep-
tion inwhich nothing is added to or subtracted from the data perceived.
This modality of perception perceives thought as a thought, irrespec-
tive of its contents, without attending to the question of whether or not
there is a thinker. When an object is apprehended in the visual field,
there is simply the experience of seeing without either an affirmation or
denial of the object’s existence. And this is true for auditory or other
sense objects.
In recent years, a technique closely following this methodology has

been perfected by an outstanding Burmese teacher of vipassana medi-
tation, Mahasi Sayadaw (1904–1982), called “noting” practice or “bare
attention.” In thismodality nirvana is considered to be the highest form
of shunyata of the phenomenal world, in the sense of, first, an uncor-
rupted mode of awareness of things as they are, and, second, a lack of a
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selfhood (anything capable of autonomous sustainment) in the six senses
and their objects. In other words, shunyata is both amode of perception
and an attribute of things perceived.12

The Mahayana articulation of shunyata is not essentially different
from the original understanding in the Pali canon.The problem for early
Mahayanists arose when the Abhidharmist philosophers seemed to
claim (who said what is a matter of dispute) that even though an indi-
vidual personwas empty of self, therewere dharmas that had their “own-
being” (svabhava) and were the building blocks of the universe. In a
certain sense this theory is akin to the Newtonian particle theory in
physics. Early Mahayana thinkers attacked this notion and accused the
Abhidharmists of being attached to a subtle notion of “self ” in the dhar-
mas, of being substantialists, and thus unable to truly understand the
Buddha’s teachings.
TheseMahayana thinkers buttressed their argumentswith newdevel-

opments in linguistics and mathematics at the time. Panini (ca. fourth
century BCE), the great founder of Sanskrit grammar, had introduced
the concept of zero which became a lynchpin of applying mathematics
to linguistics. Pictorially, zero was a round circle with nothing inside.
This picture seemed tomatch theMahayana thinkers’ understanding of
the term shunya: an enclosure but nothing inside; or the essential con-
tentlessness of the phenomena. In other words, manifestation without
essence.

In the fourth century BCE, the linguist Panini had developed the
concept of zero (Sanskrit, shunya) to symbolize empty but func-
tioning positions in his analysis of Sanskrit grammar. (He proposed
that everywordwas composed of a root and a suffix, sowordswith-
out suffixes actually had the zero suffix.) Mathematicians eventu-
ally borrowed the concept to supply an essential principle of the
decimal notation we use today: that a place in a system may be
empty (like the zeros in 10,000) but can still function in relation-
ship to the rest of the system.13
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The central doctrinal controversy between the Abhidharmists and
the early Mahayana thinkers thus rested on the former’s assertion that
the irreducible dharmas forming the ultimate building blocks of experi-
ence were each endowed with svabhava, its own particular being or
nature. The Mahayanists posited that all dharmas were empty of sva-
bhava. Even though conditional relations (between dharmas) func-
tioned as interdependent co-arising,

there were no “essences” acting as nodes in the relationships, just as
mathematical relationships could function among the integers in
the decimal notation even if they were only zeroes. In fact, if dhar-
mas had any essence, the principles of causation and the FourNoble
Truths could not operate, for essences by nature cannot change,
and thus cannot be subject to causal conditions. Whether the
Abhidharmists meant the concept of svabhava to imply an
unchanging essence is a moot point, but in time the doctrine of
emptiness became a rallying point for the rejection of the entire
Abhidharma enterprise.14

It’s easier for us these days to understand the controversy between the
Abhidharmists and the earlyMahayana thinkers through parallel devel-
opments in Newtonian atomic theory (corresponding to the Abhi-
dhamma position) and in quantum subatomic theory (corresponding
to the Mahayana position). Our current understanding of Buddhist
meditative experiences has also been greatly facilitated by the findings of
quantumphysics with regard to the nature of ultimate reality; these find-
ings have added a newdimension to our efforts to understand themean-
ing of shunyata.
The Newtonian/Cartesian view of the world has long rested on the

notion of solid, indestructible particles as the building blocks of matter
and all life—particlesmoving in space, influencing one another through
gravitation, and interacting according to fixed and unchangeable laws.
This myth disintegrated under the impact of the experimental and
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theoretical evidence produced by quantum physicists in the early
decades of the twentieth century. The experiments of quantum physics
showed that atoms, the presumed fundamental building blocks of the
universe, were essentially empty. In experiments subatomic particles
showed the same paradoxical nature as light, manifesting either as par-
ticles or as waves depending on how the experiment was set up. Quan-
tum physicists, confronting themysteries of the universe, were left with
language that evokes Zen koans: the sound of a quark, the shape of a res-
onance, the nature of strangeness!
Quantum physics has thus brought about a radical new under-

standing both of the particles and the void. In subatomic physics mass
is no longer seen as a material substance but is recognized as a form of
energy.
George Leonard, one of the founders of theHuman PotentialMove-

ment in the 1960s and 1970s, has been a leading figure in understanding
the convergence of Easternwisdom andWestern science.His book,The
Silent Pulse, from which the following passage is adapted, speaks elo-
quently of energy configurations both in physics and in the human body
through such disciplines as Aikido and Tai chi.
[When a piece of seemingly solidmatter—a rock, a human hand, the

limb of a tree—is placed under a powerful electronic microscope],

the electron-scanningmicroscope, with the power tomagnify sev-
eral thousand times, takes us down into a realm that has the look of
the sea about it. In the kingdom of the corpuscles, there is trans-
figuration and there is samsara, the endless round of birth and
death. Every passing second, some 2.5 million red cells are born;
every second, the same number die. The typical cell lives about 110
days, then becomes tired and decrepit. There are no lingering
deaths here, for when a cell loses its vital force, it somehow attracts
the attention of macrophage.
As the magnification increases, the flesh does begin to dissolve.

Muscle fiber now takes on a fully crystalline aspect.We can see that
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it ismade of long, spiralmolecules in orderly array. And all of these
molecules are swaying like wheat in the wind, connected with one
another and held in place by invisible waves that pulse many tril-
lions of times a second.
What are the molecules made of? As we move closer, we see

atoms, the tiny shadowy balls dancing around their fixed locations
in themolecules, sometimes changing positionwith their partners
in perfect rhythms. Andnowwe focus on one of the atoms; its inte-
rior is lightly veiled by a cloud of electrons.We come closer, increas-
ing themagnification. The shell dissolves andwe look on the inside
to find… nothing.
Somewhere within that emptiness, we know is a nucleus. We

scan the space, and there it is, a tiny dot. At last, we have discov-
ered something hard and solid, a reference point. But no! As we
move closer to the nucleus, it too begins to dissolve. It too is noth-
ing more than an oscillating field, waves of rhythm. Inside the
nucleus are other organized fields: protons, neutrons, even smaller
“particles.” Each of these, upon our approach, also dissolves into
pure rhythm.
These days they (the scientists) are looking for quarks, strange

subatomic entities, having qualities which they describe with such
words as upness, downness, charm, strangeness, truth, beauty, color,
and flavor. But no matter. If we could get close enough to these
wondrous quarks, they toowouldmelt away. They toowould have
to give up all pretense of solidity. Even their speed and relationship
would be unclear, leaving them only relationship and pattern of
vibration.
Of what is the body made? It is made of emptiness and rhythm.

At the ultimate heart of the body, at the heart of the world, there
is no solidity. Once again, there is only the dance.
[At] the unimaginable heart of the atom, the compact nucleus,

we have found no solid object, but rather a dynamic pattern of
tightly confined energy vibrating perhaps 1022 times a second: a
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dance. The protons—the positively charged knots in the pattern of
the nucleus—are not only powerful, they are very old. Along with
the much lighter electrons that spin and vibrate around the outer
regions of the atom, the protons constitute the most ancient enti-
ties of matter in the universe, going back to the first seconds after
the birth of space and time.15

It follows then that in the world of subatomic physics there are no
objects, only processes. Atoms consist of particles and these particles are
notmade of any solidmaterial substance.Whenwe observe themunder
amicroscope, we never see any substance; we observe dynamic patterns,
continually changing into one another—a continuous dance of energy.
This dance of energy, the underlying rhythm of the universe, is more
intuited than seen. Jack Kornfield, a contemporary teacher of medita-
tion, finds a parallel between the behavior of subatomic particles and
meditational states:

When the mind becomes very silent, you can clearly see that all
that exists in the world are brief moments of consciousness arising
together with the six sense objects. There is only sight and the
knowing of sight, sound and the knowing of sound, smell, taste and
the knowing of them, thoughts and the knowing of thoughts. If
you canmake themind very focused, as you can inmeditation, you
see that thewhole breaks down into these small events of sight and
the knowing, sound and the knowing and thought and the know-
ing. No longer are there houses, cars, bodies, or even oneself. All
you see are particles of consciousness as experience. Yet you can go
deep inmeditation in anotherway and themind becomes very still.
You will see differently that consciousness is like waves, like a sea,
an ocean. Now it is not particles but instead every sight and sound
is contained in this ocean of consciousness. From this perspective,
there is no sense of particles at all.16
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Energy, whether of wave or particle, is associated with activity, with
dynamic change. Thus the core of the universe—whetherwe see it as the
heart of the atomor our own consciousness—is not static but in constant
and dynamic change. This energy—now wave, now particle—infuses
each and every form at the atomic level. No form exists without being
infused by this universal energy; form and energy interpenetrate each
other endlessly in an ever-changing dance ofmolecules, creating our uni-
verse. This universal energy is itself a process beyond the confines of time
and space.A form, on the other hand, is an event existingmomentarily in
time and space. This “moment”may last for seventy or eighty years in the
case of a human being, a thousand years in the case of a sequoia tree, a
few million years in the case of a mountain, but internally, at the sub-
atomic level, each of these forms is in a process of change at any given
moment. In the paradigmof quantumphysics there is ceaseless change at
the core of the universe; in the paradigmofMahayanawisdom too there
is ceaseless change at the core of our consciousness and of the universe.
But change implies alteration from one thing to something else.

Without some thing to be changed, there would be no instantiation of
change.Without forms, there would be no change; without the energy
of change, the forms would not be able to hold their balance andwould
collapse. In meditation practice we see this dynamic, constant change
in our ownmind-body system.
It has been just as difficult for the humanmind to accept shunyata, or

empty co-origination at the core of the universe, as it was for the early
quantum physicists to accept the quantum randomness of the universe.
Einstein had even hoped that the quantum theory he helped create was
somehow flawed, wishing desperately, even in the face of the evidence of
his own experiments, that there would be a hidden variable that would
establish order in the quantumworld.Unable to refute the new physics,
Einstein spent the rest of his life in a futile search for a unified theory
based not on quantummechanics but relativity. To his contemporaries,
his desperation seemed like a search for the “God particle,” something
seen as daft, even obstructionist.
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Later experiments, conducted at the University of California in
Berkeley on Bell’s theorem [named after the physicist John S. Bell who
argued that the experiments of quantummechanics show that the uni-
verse is not locally deterministic, and that the limits of local hidden vari-
ables will be exceeded by measurements performed on entangled pairs
of particles], confirmed the absence of any hidden variable, and showed
that when either of two correlated particles were observed, no matter
how far separated in the space, the other was instantly affected by the
observation—as if the two particles were embedded in the observing
consciousness itself. Even before Bell’s theorem, Werner Heisenberg,
one of the founding fathers of quantum theory, formulated in his uncer-
tainty principle that it is not possible to examine a situation or system
without altering the system. Similarly, in the deepest experience ofmed-
itation the object of consciousness is embedded in the observing con-
sciousness; the two are fused together by the energy, or shunyata, out of
which both emerge.

A strange place is this world of the new physicists, a world of ulti-
mate connectedness, where consciousness—or observership, as
John Wheeler calls it—coexisted with the creation, and where it
might be said that the vastness of space, the nuclear conflagration
of stars, the explosions of galaxies are simply mechanism for pro-
ducing that first glimmer of awareness in your baby’s eyes.17

Subatomic particles, then, are dynamic patterns, processes rather than
objects. Shunyata too is a dynamic pattern rather than an entity. Henry
Stapp, an atomic physicist, has remarked, “An elementary particle is not
an independently existing unanalyzable entity. It is, in essence, a set of
relationships that reach outward to other things.”18

Compare this to Nagarjuna (the great Buddhist thinker, ca. second
century CE, who, in his dialectic of Madhyamika, sought to define the
core understanding of Mahayana wisdom): “Things derive their being
and nature by mutual dependence and are nothing in themselves.”19
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Nagarjuna’s formulation of the Middle Way—between being and
nonbeing, between existence and nihilism—holds that underneath the
absence of all substances, qualities, or essential characteristics of this
changingworld there still remains an ultimate reality. This ultimate real-
ity is that of dependent origination.Muchmisunderstanding has taken
place in later Mahayana tradition in the contextualization of this “ulti-
mate reality.”
For Nagarjuna, this ultimate reality of dependent origination (Pali:

paticca-samuppada; Skt: pratitya-samutpada, an elaboration of the sec-
ond noble truth of the Buddha) is a process and not a thing-in-itself,
and it applies equally to all phenomena. The function of prajna, or see-
ing directly into the nature of things, is to apprehend this ultimate real-
ity of dependent origination.
For the quantumphysicist the ultimate realitymay be the interplay of

energy betweenwave and particle, something that can be intuited at the
other end of an electron microscope! Neither wave nor particle is a
thing-in-itself. Prajna gives us the same insight: there is no thing-in-itself;
each thing is an effect of some causal condition.
Thus our understanding of the word shunyata becomes a bit clearer.

All forms are momentary manifestations in time and space; while the
form lasts, it has validity (which is different from “reality”), but this
appearance is transitory and illusory if this appearance is seen as a thing-
in-itself. Thus a more appropriate and accessible way to understand
shunyatamay be to understand it as “momentariness” or “transitoriness”
rather than emptiness.
Thedoctrinal innovation inNagarjuna andMahayanaphilosophy is to

make a clear distinctionbetween the conventional and theultimate. From
anultimatepoint of view, all things are emptyof svabhava, that is, all things
are really processes, never things-in-themselves. From a conventional
point of view, all things aremomentary or transitory appearances and are
valid as such onlymomentarily. In theirmomentary validity, they can be
engaged with, but not clung to. This is the central teaching of all bud-
dhas. Such an engagement takes place through prajna and skillfulmeans.
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The core teaching of the Buddha always has been that all things are
dependently arisen, hence fundamentally devoid of any independently
lasting substance. All that’s happening in the phenomenal world is an
interplay of form and energy that creates a transitory phenomenon in
time and space. In our ignorance, we continue to interpret this interplay
as real-in-itself.Moreover, as captives of linguistic formulations we even
interpret our conceptual thinking to represent something real.
Nagarjuna cautions us against the temptation to posit shunyata as a

category and reminds us again and again that shunyata itself is empty
(shunyata-shunyatam). The only way to apprehend the dynamic nature
of shunyata is by means of an intuitive seeing-through of the transitory
/momentary nature of forms. If there were no manifestations of form,
the principles of shunyata and dependent originationwould be an irrel-
evant issue.
InThe Tao of Physics, Fritjof Capra makes a similar observation:

The phenomenal manifestations of the mystical Void, like the
subatomic particles, are not static and permanent, but dynamic
and transitory, coming into being and vanishing in one ceaseless
dance of movement and energy. Like the subatomic world of the
physicist, the phenomenal world of the Eastern mystic is a world
of samsara—of continuous birth and death. Being transient man-
ifestations of theVoid, the things in theworld do not have any fun-
damental identity. This is especially emphasized in Buddhist
philosophy which denies the existence of any material substance
and also holds that the idea of a constant “self ” undergoing suc-
cessive experiences is an illusion.20

As we have seen above, in Sanskrit language shunya is also the word
for zero. In theWestern intellectual tradition, a circle or a zero represents
nothingness. InNative American usage, a circle means coming together,
a sharing. InChinese philosophical usage, a circlemeans totality, whole-
ness. AsGarmaC.C.Chang, the noted Buddhist scholar, has remarked,
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Zero itself contains nothing, yet it cannot be held to be absolutely
or nihilistically void. As a mathematical concept and symbol, zero
has a great many functions and utilities, without which it would
be practically impossible to execute business and scientific activities
in this modern age. If someone asked you, “Is zero nothingness?”
youwould be hard pressed to give an appropriate reply. Zero is both
nothing and the possibility of everything. It is definitely not some-
thing nihilistically empty, rather it is dynamic and vital to all man-
ifestations. In the same way, Shunyata does not mean complete
nothingness; being “serenely vibrant,” it has both negative and pos-
itive facets.21

In the same veinMasao Abe, another noted contemporary Buddhist
thinker, has remarked that for Nagarjuna emptiness was not nonbeing
but “wondrous Being.” Moreover, “precisely because it is Emptiness
which ‘empties’ even emptiness, true Emptiness (AbsoluteNothingness)
is absolute Reality whichmakes all phenomena, all existents, truly be.”22

Abe’s language of “Absolute Nothingness” is a central feature of the
philosophy of the Kyoto School, the pioneering attempt to marry clas-
sical Zen understanding with the language of twentieth-centuryWest-
ern, especially German, philosophy. Behind all the technicalities of this
language, there lies the simple idea, propounded by the Buddha, of
dependent arising as the absolute principle of the phenomenal world.
Abe and other thinkers of theKyoto School take the edge off any nihilis-
tic implications a discussion about shunyatamight have. This is in keep-
ing with classical Mahayana philosophy originating in India. This
positivistic approach allows Mahayana thinkers to offer compassion
(karuna) as a counterpoint to wisdom (shunyata).
Some Zen teachers articulate shunyata positively as boundlessness.

The image often associated with this articulation is that of the great
ocean, its vastness, and its seeming lack of confinement. The notion of
boundlessness may also find some resonance in an understanding of
quantum energy as a sea of churning energy which is not bound by any
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seeming order, hierarchical system, or prescriptive rules or protocols.
Quantum energy organizes its wave-particle equation through the par-
ticipation of the observer; similarly, insight into boundlessness organ-
izes itself through the nonclinging awareness of the observer.
In quantum theory, there is a higher degree of organizational order

underneath the seeming chaos, just as in the depths of the ocean there is
a quiescence that is undisturbed by the play of waves at the surface.Qui-
escence may be another way of talking about boundlessness.
Shunyata, then, carries and permeates all phenomena andmakes their

development possible. Shunyata is often equated with the “absolute” in
Mahayana, since it is without duality and beyond empirical forms. In
quantumphysics, ultimate reality is equatedwith formless energy at the
core of each atom. For the Buddha, dependent origination was the ulti-
mate reality of all forms. Energy (in physics) or shunyata (inMahayana
Buddhism) is not a state ofmere nothingness but is the very source of all
life precisely because of its inherent dynamism.
Another helpful way to understand shunyata is through theZen term

“nowness,” sometimes used interchangeably with “momentariness.” In
the absence of a permanent, abiding substance anywhere, there is only
the nowness of things: ephemeral, transitory,momentary. This nowness
is all there is. How things are is what they are. In traditional Buddhist
literature, the nowness of things is described as tathata, or “suchness.”
TheMahayana elaboration of the notion of tathata suggested that when
the futility of all conceptualized thinking is recognized, reality is expe-
rienced as pure “suchness.”What is realized in suchness is the existence
of form-as-itself (the treeness of the tree, for instance), but this realiza-
tion is suffused with an intuitive wisdom (prajna) that sees a form as
momentary and essentially lacking (shunya) in any abiding substance.
Masao Abe, among others, insists that “Emptiness is Suchness.”
A positive understanding of suchness is nonseparation. If all manifes-

tations lack an abiding substance, they all share that fundamental “lack.”
The logic of this lack is that there is no difference, at the core, between
one thing and another. They all share the constructive-generative
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processes of dependent arising andmomentarymanifestation. If there is
no difference in these basic processes, how can any separation be made
except at the most superficial level? In the great ocean the wave and the
water cannot be separated from each other; the wave is the water, and
water is the wave.
The first vow a Zen practitioner takes in formal practice is “Beings

are numberless, I vow to free them,” which is sometimes phrased in this
form: “All beings, one body; I vow to liberate.” It means all sentient
beings share the same one “body” or the commonality of dependent orig-
ination. To bring one person to liberation is to simultaneously impact
the liberation process of all beings everywhere.
Anagarika Govinda uses the word transparency to come to a fuller

understanding of shunyata:

If sunyata hints at the nonsubstantiality of theworld and the inter-
relationship of all beings and things, then there can be no better
word to describe its meaning than transparency. This word avoids
the pitfalls of a pure negation and replaces the concepts of sub-
stance, resistance, impenetrability, limitation, andmateriality with
something that can be experienced and is closely related to the con-
cepts of space and light.23

He goes on to elaborate,

Far from being the expression of a nihilistic philosophy which
denies all reality, it (sunyata) is the logical consequence of the anat-
man (non-self ) doctrine of nonsubstantiality. Sunyata is the empti-
ness of all conceptual designations and at the same time the
recognition of a higher, incommensurable and indefinable reality,
which canbe experienced only in the state of perfect enlightenment.
While we are able to come to an understanding of relativity by

way of reasoning, the experience of universality and complete-
ness can be attained only when all conceptual thought, all word-
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thinking, has come to rest. The realization of the teachings of the
Prajna-paramita Sutra can come about only on the path of medi-
tative practice (yogachara), through a transformation of our con-
sciousness. Meditation in this sense is, therefore, no more a search
after intellectual solutions or an analysis of worldly phenomena
with worldly means—which would merely be moving around in
circles—but a breaking out from this circle, an abandoning of our
thought-habits in order to “reach the other shore” (as it has been
said not only in the ancient Prajna-paramita-hridaya, but also in
the ancient Sutta Nipata of the Pali Canon.) This requires a com-
plete reversal of our outlook, a complete spiritual transformation
or, as the Lankavatara Sutra expresses it, “a turning about in the
deepest seat of our consciousness.” This reversal brings about a new
spiritual outlook, similar to that which the Buddha experienced
when returning from the Tree of Enlightenment. A new dimen-
sion of consciousness is being opened by this experience, which
transcends the limits of mundane thought.24
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…five skandhas are…

The Sanskrit word skandha (Pali: khandha) literallymeans “a group,” “a
heap,” or “an aggregate.” In the Buddhist understanding the five skan-
dhas are the “heaps” of form, feelings, perceptions, impulses, and con-
sciousness, and are taken to constitute the entirety of what is generally
known as “self ” 0r “personality.” There’s a twofold understanding of the
aggregates in theBuddhist tradition: as groups of existence and as groups
of clinging. In the first understanding, they are descriptive of the psy-
chophysical personality; in the second, they are also descriptive but in a
cautionary sense as doorways leading to clinging. Whether they are
being used in the first or the second understanding will depend on the
context. The Buddha called these five skandhas nama-rupa, meaning
“name and form,” or the psychophysical. The invitation of the Buddha
is to examine these factors of existence, not analytically but in terms of
their relational structure. Such an examination reveals that each of these
skandhas depends on conditions for itsmanifestation, and each depends
on its relational structures with the other four to gain the vitality and
power it has in our life. No factor in the set enjoys the self-sufficiency to
be the sole attribute of an assumed “I.” The statement that “all five skan-
dhas are empty” is the bedrock of Buddhist teachings. A detailed look
at them will expand our understanding of shunyata.
The first and themost obvious of the skandhas is rupa, physical form

or the body. In other usages in Buddhist languages, rupa also means
materiality. Form includes all the tangibles—mass, weight, solidity,
color, shape—aswell as organs for sight, smell, taste, hearing, and touch.
The corporeality of form provides material support for the four non-
material skandhas of sensations, perception, formation, and conscious-
ness in the psychophysical conglomeration. A metaphor often used to
describe the relationship of form to the other four skandhas is that of
water contained in a vessel; form is the vessel; the other four are like the
water contained in the vessel. Admittedly, this metaphor works only so
far, but the basic idea is there.
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In quantum physics a form or a phenomenon (particle) is seen to be
devoid of any solid, everlasting substance. The form is held together in
time and space by the underlying energy interacting in a certain pat-
tern and balance. All skandhas, whether physical or mental, share four
temporal characteristics: arising, stabilizing, decaying, and dissolving.
“Stabilization” takes place on the upswing of a coalescing energymove-
ment; decay and dissolution occur on the downward swing of the same
movement, when the balance in which the elements have been held
together momentarily loses its inner tension and the organism is left
with insufficient vitality to hold itself in time and space. It is impor-
tant to keep inmind that all these changes are taking place in extremely
rapid sequence; at the molecular level, they can be discerned only
through a microscope.
Today we understand from scientific research that the human body

operates through chemical andmolecular processes. By their very nature
these processes are in a state of constant, even chaotic change at the cel-
lular level. As mentioned earlier, millions of cells are born and die in
each passing second. There’s no solidity at the core. But in our ignorance
we live as if the body were solid and unchanging at its core.
The poet W. H. Auden has said, “Our claim to own our bodies and

ourworld / is our catastrophe.”25How canwe claim ownership of some-
thing that’s constantly changing? What does it tell us about the nature
of the claim? A deludedmind believes a manifestation to be a thing-in-
itself, whereas Buddhist teachings point out that a manifestation is an
event. A thing is perceived by the deluded mind to be solid and self-
abiding; an event is seen by a mind informed by prajna as a resultant
outcome of a certain process. To see oneself truly and authentically, as an
event—an ever-changing process—rather than a thing-in-itself is the
greatest act of re-imaging.
What is true of the human body is also true of all other phenomena

in the universe. All are undergoing constant change in each nanosec-
ond. The tallest mountains are changing at their subatomic level, even
though such changemay bemeasurable only by themost sophisticated
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of instruments. The changes in the autumn leaf—first its color, then its
fall from the limb, then desiccation and disintegration—are visible to
the naked eye, but its cellular changes at the quantum level are essen-
tially no different from those of the great mountain.
In his commentary on theHeart Sutra, RedPinemakes the important

distinction that “the word rupa does not actually refer to a concrete
object but to the appearance of an object. Form is like a mask that can-
not be removedwithout revealing its own illusory identity. Such amask
might be worn by a table or a sunset or a number or a coin… or a uni-
verse.Whether such things are real is not relevant. The important thing
is that they make up a presumed outside to a presumed inside.”26

The skandha called feeling (vedana) is the general designation for
feeling tone and sensations. It is perhaps more useful to translate it as
sensation, since feeling in Western languages tends to obscure and psy-
chologize the issue. It is clear from a close reading of the Pali canon that
the Buddha’s intention in using the word vedana was to offer a phe-
nomenological description of the experience rather than something psy-
chological. Indeed, there are Buddhist teachers who insist on translating
this Pali/Sanskrit term as sensation rather than feeling.
Theword vedana comes from the root verb vid, “to know” or “to expe-

rience.” In this sense, it is an evaluation of an objectwithwhich awareness
comes into contact. The spectrum of such objects is practically unlim-
ited, for awareness comes into contact not only with material forms but
also with thoughts, emotions, psychological constructs, and so forth.
Vedana is a response to or evaluation of such contacts, and is classified
into pleasant, unpleasant, and neutral. This response is almost always a
complex mix of passive and active.
Aswith the skandha ofmaterial form, sensations arise as a result of fac-

tors coming together. They then gain in intensity, maintain it for some
period, then lose the tension, and finally disappear. Sensations arise and
pass away in nanoseconds but can be accessed in a state of deep and
focusedmeditation. A particular sensationwill change into another sen-
sation, which in turn will change ad infinitum. Sensations are an
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inevitable part of a living organism. All living beings everywhere experi-
ence these sensations in their own species-specific way. Vedana provides
the affective tone of particular experiences.
The skandha called perception (Pali: sañña; Skt: samjna) includes

apprehension of form, sound, smell, taste, touch and bodily impres-
sions, andmental objects. Its function is noting and identifying. It sup-
plies the framework that allows us to generate the affective tone in our
comprehension (our perception of the snake is different from our per-
ception of the sunflower, so the two generate very different affective
tones).
Recent advances in cognitive science allow us to understand this

Buddhist term also as “cognition”; hence, perception-cognition is a bet-
ter translation of sañña. Perception-cognition takes place only in relation
to an object (or thought) and does not exist independently of an object
of attention.Moreover, it takes placewithin an observing consciousness;
hence it is impossible to separate the subjectivity of an observing con-
sciousness from the particular manner in which an object is observed.
Today’s advanced research in psychological testing shows that no two
people observe the same object in exactly the same manner.
The skandha called impulse (Pali: sankhara; Skt: samskara) refers to

formations or constructions. It is also at times translated as volition or
predisposition, or even “memory.” It is one of the crucial words in
Buddhist teachings. The Abhidhamma-pitaka, the traditional com-
pendium of Buddhist psychology, lists fifty-two sankharas including
volition, attention, discrimination, joy, happiness, equanimity, resolve,
effort, compulsion, and concentration; included in this skandha are all
the volitional impulses or intentions that precede an action. These inten-
tions themselves are formed by a residual memory in the background,
which supplies templates that the faculty of perception-cognition
applies to forms and sensations that awareness contacts.
Since actions can be physical, verbal, ormental, formations can accord-

ingly be physical, verbal, ormental. This skandha refers both to the activ-
ity of forming and the passive state of being formed. These formations



52 � The Heart of the Universe

or constructions are the impressions, tendencies, and residual possibili-
ties in one’s consciousness, and are the sum total of one’s personality.
They are the totality of one’s actions and thoughts in the past, including
those of earlier births. In this sense, these formations are karmic condi-
tions for future rebirth. If no formations or imprints are present in one’s
consciousness—none from the past and none in the present—no karma
will be produced and no further birth takes place. Since the imprints
can be positive, negative, or neutral, they determine the type of rebirth
that will take place, since their quality conditions consciousness, and
through them consciousness seeks a form in rebirth to manifest those
qualities. (This is, of course, only a rudimentary explanation of Buddha’s
teaching on karma and rebirth.)
Today, it is possible to understand sankhara in psychological terms as

referring to all the unconscious residues and imprints in consciousness.
Imprints at the unconscious level inform our unconscious intentional
processes; and even though we may believe that we are forming an
autonomous intention in each instance, the roots of the intention sink
deep in the unconscious.
Sankhara provides the volitional and emotive elements of apprehen-

sion. It should also be noted that the Buddhist understanding of
sankhara as partially unconscious is not always congruouswith the con-
temporary, especially Freudian, understanding of the unconscious. This
is not the place to detail their differences. Suffice it to note that the
Buddhist understanding of sankharas needs to be engaged on its own
ground rather than through the prism of Freudian psychology.
The skandha called consciousness (Pali: viññana; Skt: vijnana) is the

faculty of knowing or the basic awareness in the totality of experience.
Consciousness has one of the six sense organs (eyes, ears, nose, tongue,
body, andmind) as its basis and one of the six corresponding phenomena
(visual form, sound, smell, taste, touch, and thought) as its object. Con-
sciousness arises out of contact between the object and the correspon-
ding organ, but consciousness does not recognize an object itself. It is
only an awareness of the presence of an object. For instance, when eye
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comes into contactwith a blue color, eye-consciousness simply “sees” the
presence of a dark area (as opposed to a bright area). The recognition that
the dark area is not merely “a color” but, say, dark blue comes from the
skandha of perception-cognition. Likewise, the hearing-consciousness
only hears the sound but does not recognize the category of sound; this
is done by the perception-cognition aggregate, and so on. The basic
framework of theworking of consciousnesswas laid downby theBuddha
in an early text called the Chachakka Sutta (Six Sets of Six; Majjhima
Nikaya, sutta 148).
A common mistake about consciousness is to misunderstand it (in

secular terms) as some sort of engine that drives the car, or (in reli-
gious terms) a soul or permanent self that remains unchanged and
autonomous despite all the changes in the corporeal form. In both
(mis)understandings, there is an assumption of something substantial
that remains unchanged in time and space. TheBuddha taught that con-
sciousness arises only out of conditions; without the presence of such
conditions there is no consciousness. Consciousness depends on form,
feelings, perceptions, and impulses for its arising and cannot exist inde-
pendently of them. In other words, there is no “consciousness” inde-
pendent of nama-rupa, the psychophysical systemwe have been talking
about. In the Buddha’s teachings, it is essentially an observing function.
The metaphor here is that of a cloud: the cloud appears as a result of
atmospheric conditions but has no independent existence; its appear-
ing and disappearing are entirely dependent on conditions.
The central problem of human existence, in Buddhist understand-

ing, is the problem of a “self ” occupying an unchanging, permanent
relation to phenomena. The problem is twofold: the first is how the
“self ” sees itself—through linguistic, emotional, and intellectual
matrixes; the second is how it understands each psychological or phys-
iological phenomenon it comes into contact with through these same
matrixes.
This relationship always posits the self in relationship to an “other,”

and it is practically impossible to understand the “self ” without this



54 � The Heart of the Universe

“other” because the self is always defining itself through its own indi-
viduating relationality. This individuating or selfing is premised on sep-
arating itself from everything else, including causes and conditions, and
on seeing itself as autonomous and self-validating. Religions compound
the problem by proposing to see the individual as an entity with an
essence or a soul that abides unchangingly in time and space. The soul
theory plays itself out in different ways in monotheistic and polytheis-
tic religions, but the revolution of the Buddha in his own culture was to
investigate the matter of self and not find any abiding existent.
A greatmanymisunderstandings have taken place in interpreting the

Buddha’s teaching of anatta or non-self, but it is important to keep in
mind that while the Buddha pointed to a lack of an abiding core, he did
not deny an existential personality. In other words, things exist but they
are not real. For the Buddha the individual or the personality was a con-
glomerate of five aggregates or heaps—skandhas—as we have been dis-
cussing. In and of themselves, these aggregates are a biological or
phenomenological system, and out of their interplay a sense of self is
born. The following chart may help in giving visual expression to what
is meant here:



Commentary � 55

The challenge of Buddhist thought and practice is to recognize and
separate the sense of self from all assumptions and notions about a per-
manent, autonomous self. A sense of self is vastly different from a belief
in a solid, unchanging self. A sense of self is quite acceptable as a routine
existential process embedded in brain structures and linguistic usage. It
is not a theological issue. Any discussion of “the self,” on the other hand,
becomes a theological discussion sooner rather than later.
As mentioned earlier, these five aggregates are “aggregates of cling-

ing” in that the reified self claims ownership of these aggregates indi-
vidually and collectively. In both modalities craving or desire attaches
itself to these five aggregates and turns them into objects of attachment,
thus creating suffering.When examined closely, theworkings of the five
skandhas constitute a feedback loop that gets more andmore elaborate
in its self-referentiality.
When the self is seen in this way—as a sense of self, a momentary

process rather than an entity—it follows that the “self ” of each and
every phenomenon in the universe is also likewise constructed. All phe-
nomena are dependently arisen; they too follow the trajectory of gen-
eration, stabilization, decay, and dissolution, with no abiding core or
substance. It is only when we have an illusion of “the self ” as a separate
entity that we create “the other.” Both “self ” and “other” are acts of
imagination—a distorted image, for sure, and one that has disturbing
consequences.
To put it another way, dualistic thinking creates competing para-

digms: good creates evil and vice versa; “the I” creates “the you” and vice
versa; being creates nonbeing and vice versa.
This problem of self and other is summed up quite elegantly in per-

haps the best-known phrase from the medieval Japanese Zen master
Dogen in his Shobogenzo: “To study the buddha way is to study the self.
To study the self is to forget the self. To forget the self is to be actualized
by myriad things.”27

This is a holistic paradigm: when the self is not creating the self, it
is also not creating the myriad things of the universe apart from the
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self. Only in that transparency of nothing-being-created is it possible
for the self to be awakened by the ten thousand things of the world,
because only then does it see its own face in each of those myriad
things. That transparency would be impossible if the self were to cre-
ate itself and the other as two separate entities. Just as the self sees itself
as a transitory phenomenon, so does it see each of the ten thousand
things of the world; there is no separation in its perception-cognition,
and hence there is an awakening to the nonseparation of self and the
other.
On close examination we find each of the aggregates to be a con-

struction put into place by a nexus of causes and conditions. A con-
struct, by definition, is not real in itself because it exists as an effect of
causes and conditions. That it can also operate as a causal factor for
other effects does not endow it with an own-being or self-nature (sva-
bhava) or an inalienable core. The construct has a certain shape, like a
swelling or a bubble, while it exists as an effect, but this shape is only
momentary andwill change when the underlying causes and conditions
change.
The aggregates are to be understood in terms of their relational struc-

tures; their existence depends on causes and conditions. In isolation,
none of them achieves any degree of self-sufficiency. As amatrix, they all
together attain amomentary validity but not substantiality. Thematrix
may extend beyond the local—temporally and spatially—but does not
suggest the stability of the local.
On our television screens these days we see satellite pictures of hurri-

canes as theymarch across oceans and continents.We put a name on the
hurricane and describe its strength and speed, and it’s easy enough to
imagine that this hurricane is a solid entity. But it’s clear from the satel-
lite pictures that the hurricane is constantly changing and shifting; its
course is unpredictable and the time of its ripping through an area uncer-
tain. Numerous causes and conditions affect the hurricane’s path and
manifestation. Its reality is that of a process undergoing continual change
with no abiding core.
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Each of the five aggregates is like this; all phenomena in the universe
undergo this process. Thus the world of samsara is a shadow play of
appearance and change, generation and conversion, nothing solid, noth-
ing abiding. And yet like the hurricane it has tremendous power to do
damage.
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…and is saved from all suffering and distress.

What follows from the above is that whenwe understand the aggregates
as processes without independent existence, we are not anguished by
their dissolution. Formation and dissolution is the natural order of
things. There cannot be ownership of attributes within a process since
all attributes are themselves processes caused by processes nestled into
processes. It is in this sense that theHeart Sutra and the Prajna Paramita
traditions describe the five skandhas as empty.
All suffering is caused by delusion—misperception as to the nature

of self and phenomena. Because of this delusion we cling to things,
claim ownership of them, don’t want to let them go. The Buddha’s pro-
posal for liberation from suffering is simple enough: understand the
true nature of phenomena—including the self—and don’t cling to any-
thing. This non-clinging will eventually lead to serenity, contentment,
and joy in life.
It is the ego that clings to the deluded view of a permanent self and dis-

torts the nature of reality. In deep meditation, one bypasses the decep-
tive filters created by the ego and realizes, on a direct, experiential level,
that the five skandhas are mere processes and that no self exists in the
sense of a permanent, eternal, integral, independent substance. Through
this realization a person is saved from deluded views and the pain and
suffering that ensue.
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Shariputra, form does not differ from emptiness;
emptiness does not differ from form. That which is
form is emptiness, that which is emptiness is form.

This is the most provocative statement in the sutra, and arguably in the
entireMahayana philosophy.Wehave established above the basic under-
standing that all phenomena, all existents, lack any inherent self-abiding
substance (again, svabhava). This lack of a self-abiding substance has
been shown through the principle of dependent arising. This lack is the
essential feature of each and every form. Each form carries within itself
an intimation of its own lack/emptiness.
The sutra insists that form is emptiness. There is a critical difference

between form being empty and form being emptiness. As we have been
discussing, in the Prajna Paramita sutras shunyata—or its correlate,
depending arising—are the ultimate nature of phenomena. At the same
time, this emptiness does not exist apart from phenomena but perme-
ates and indeed comprises each and every phenomenon. Therefore,
shunyata cannot be sought as a thing-in-itself apart from the totality
of all forms. And although all forms are informed at their core by an
inherent lack, or shunyata, this does not negate the conventional
appearance of form. In this sense emptiness can be known only con-
ceptually, and any conception is dependent upon the form it qualifies,
as much as the form is dependent on emptiness for its qualification.
Thus form is emptiness and emptiness is form; at its core level, form
cannot be differentiated from emptiness, nor can emptiness be differ-
entiated from form.
It must be said that the linguistic formulation of these two lines in

the Sanskrit version of the Heart Sutra—“Iha Sariputra rupam sunyata
sunyataiva rupam, rupam na prithak sunyata sunyataya na prithag
rupam, yad rupam sa sunyata ya sunyata tad rupam” has created unnec-
essary problems for later generations. If the phrase rupam sunyata (“form
is emptiness”) had been formulated as rupam sunya (“form is empty [of
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own-being]”), we would perhaps have had amore accurate reflection of
what is meant here.Wewould also have been spared a lot of theorizing.
In the appendix to this book I have done a playful rewriting of theHeart
Sutra that replaces the conventional juxtaposition of form and empti-
ness. The aim of this rewrite is to capture the urgency of lack of own-
being without getting caught in the metaphysical theories of emptiness
that dominate contemporary discussions about this core Mahayana
teaching.
InWestern languages, “form is empty” reads entirely differently from

“form is emptiness.” It is a problem of grammatical parts of speech, and
this problem extends throughout our contemporary engagements with
Buddhist teachings. In the understanding of these teachings thatwe now
possess, we can say with some assurance that they are about processes,
not things; as such, their authenticmeaning derives from “verbing,” that
is to say, their status as verbs rather than nouns. This means that if all of
Buddha’s teachings were to be understood as verbs rather than nouns, as
qualities rather than entities, we would be in a much better position to
understand their relevance in our transformational process.
Take for example the Pali word anatta. In the last two hundred years,

much frustration has been expressed in trying to understand it as “no-
self.” This linguistic formulation automatically posits a noun (no-self )
against another noun (self ). But if the same term is translated as “non-
self ” or “not-self,” it becomes a “verbing” statement and avoids the prob-
lematic “nouning.”
A “nouning” formulation identifies phenomena as things, as entities,

and understands its properties as a subset of entities and things, to an
infinite regress. But a “verbing” orientation—“selfing” and “empty-
ing”—goes a longway toward getting a grasp onBuddha’s process-based
phenomenological approach to all forms of existence. “Nouning” leads
to conceptual andmetaphysical statements, and these invite metaphys-
ical counterstatements (self and no-self in our current discussion), which
in turn invite metaphysical counter-counterstatements, and so on to
absurd lengths.
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It should be clear that this core statement of the sutra is not a meta-
physical statement about “emptiness” but rather a straightforward asser-
tion that each form is identical not only with its own lack (of svabhava,
or own-being) but also with the lack of all forms in the universe.
At the same time it is not a nihilistic negation of form or a reifying

assertion of emptiness. Rather, it is simply about “seeing things as they
are”—lacking any inherent existence at their core but fully vibrant in
their manifestation. Understand that one is the other, that they are two
descriptions of the same thing, and you understand the core reality of
each and every thing in the phenomenal world. And so we come to the
classic Middle Way of the Buddha—the creative dynamism between
negation and assertion.
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The same is true of feelings, perceptions,
impulses, consciousness.

The lack of own-being/svabhava does not negate the conventional
appearance of feelings/sensations, perceptions, impulses, and con-
sciousness. All of these skandhas are constantly manifesting and dis-
solving in a complex and fascinating manner as a result of causal
conditions. These conditions are, in turn, empty of any core and are con-
ditioned by other sets of conditions which, too, are empty, and so on.
All conditions qualifying other conditions qualifying the skandhas are
momentary phenomena giving rise tomomentary phenomena.None of
these has any inherent self-nature; all are constructions; all are processes.
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Shariputra, all dharmas are marked with
emptiness.

Dharma is a comprehensive term in theHindu andBuddhist traditions
with a variety of meanings and applications at multiple levels. In the
sutra here the term is used in the sense of a fundamental unit of exis-
tence. Dharmas are the building blocks of the phenomenal world,
including the five aggregates of the mind-body system we have been
investigating. They are analogous to the atoms of Democritus or the
monads of Leibniz. It seems that this is how the Abhidhamma philoso-
phers saw ultimate reality and, on the basis of this understanding, con-
structed their systems of explication.
As we have seen, theMahayana teaching of shunyata challenged this

Abhidhamma understanding. TheMahayana perspective, like the orig-
inal orientation of the Buddha, seeks a middle way between nihilism
and substantialism, between denial and assertion. The term “point-
instant” perhaps comes closest to recapturing the insight behind the
term dharma within the context of the Heart Sutra. A “point-instant”
hasminuscule extension in space and practically no duration. The anal-
ogy of wave-particle unpredictability of quantum physics best captures
the drama of “point-instants.”
TheAbhidhamma understanding is that the skandhas aremade from

these fundamental units, the dhammas/dharmas. The Mahayana cri-
tique of this notion is that it lends itself easily to dharmas being some
kind of primeval stuff. This is, in a way, analogous to Newton’s physics.
In the Heart Sutra understanding, dharmas themselves are not solid
objects positioned in time and space, just as waves and particles in quan-
tumphysics equations are not. The dharmas are point-instants thatmake
a momentary appearance [as skandhas] and then flicker out.
The relationship between a dharma and a skandha is that of between

the cause and the effect. The dharma of an inflated balloon is the air that
has been pumped into it. In and of itself, the air in the inflated balloon
is not a thing, but the air provides vitality to the manifestation of that
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particular form, in this case an inflated balloon. Air has a certain ten-
sion thatmaintains the formof balloon, but it cannot be grasped or held
on to. Similarly, all dharmas everywhere, since the beginning of all
processes, exhibit similar characteristics—building blocks of skandhas
but nothing in themselves; they are empty of any abiding core or dura-
tion. There is absolutely nothing one can hold on to.
In other words, Mahayana offers a nonsubstantialist position as a

counterpoint to the seemingly substantialist theory of dharmas in the
Abhidharma. As has beenmentioned above, the substantialist position
may have arisen as amisreading of theAbhidhamma philosophers, who
may not have had this view in mind.
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They do not appear or disappear, are not tainted
or pure, do not increase or decrease.

The quality of appearing or disappearing is usually attributed, in our
misperceptions, to what we take to be solid objects. If the dharmas are
the animating principle of an endless series of momentary flickerings,
point-instants, they cannot be invested with the quality of appearing or
disappearing precisely because neither the animating principle nor the
flickerings are solid objects. Again, the wave-particle equation in quan-
tum physics is helpful here. Neither wave nor particle is an “appearing”
or a “disappearing” of anything solid. Both aremomentary flickerings—
point-instants—of the underlying quantum energy. A flickering, an
expression of quantum energy extremely swift in time andminuscule in
space, is not in itself tainted or pure, nor does it increase or decrease.
A helpful analogy heremay be that ofwaves in the ocean.A largewave

is not a distinct entity but is composed of a series of smaller waves which
in turn are composed of still smaller waves and so on. Behind the illusion
of a “wave” is a remarkably swiftmovement ofmolecules of water in pat-
terns. Awave does not exist in the ocean as an individuated, autonomous
entity. There’s amanifestation called “a wave,” but it’s a flickering point-
instant, just like the flickering of a candle flame in a gentle breeze. Out
of ignorancewemay consider certain qualities (appearing/disappearing,
taint/purity, increase/decrease) as inherent in conventional appearances
(in skandhas), but since, at the core of conventional appearances, these
are only unpredictable flickerings (dharmas), our reification of these
qualities as “real-in-themselves” is a deluded view. The only place where
our deluded view will find resolution is through resting in the paradox
of ultimate lack and conventional appearance of forms. This resting
place is to be accessed through deep meditation rather than some dry,
abstract cogitation.
In science the “animating” principle of gravity is inviolate, but it can-

not be grasped, does not appear or disappear, is neither pure nor tainted,
and so on. The categories of arising and disappearing, pure and impure,
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and increasing or decreasing are dualistic categories. They belong to our
habits of affirmation and negation which are, in turn, produced by our
conceptual thinking. These conceptual constructs are not integral to
core quantum energy or the lack of svabhava in phenomena.
In a deepmeditative state one transcends these habit patterns of affir-

mation or negation. One touches the shunyata of things but does not
engage in linguistic and conceptual categories of affirmation or nega-
tion, holy or unholy, and so on. Here it would be wise to remind our-
selves of Nagarjuna’s caution that, as a concept, shunyata too is empty.
Any affirmation or negation of shunyatawould be conceptual and hence
deluded.
So, since the defining characteristics of all dharmas is their emptiness

or shunyata, they cannot be purified, nor can they be defiled. They also
cannot increase or decrease. A Zen poem by the contemporary Korean
Zen master Seung Sahn confirms this as one of the great insights of
Buddhist practice:

Good and evil have no self-nature;
Holy and unholy are empty names;
In front of the [sense] door is the land of stillness and light;
Spring comes, grass grows by itself.28

Purification or defilement, coming or going, increasing or decreas-
ing—all conceptual dualities have no home in the emptiness of the
dharmas.
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Therefore, in emptiness no form, no feelings,
perceptions, impulses, consciousness. No eyes, no
ears, no nose, no tongue, no body, no mind, no
color, no sound, no smell, no taste, no touch, no
object of mind, no realm of eyes, and so forth
until no realm of mind-consciousness.

This passage is a further refutation of the earlier assertions by the
Abhidharmists with regard to skandhas and dharmas. Not wishing the
hearer to somehow form the impression that “emptiness is form” or
any such category of analysis, the sutra now employs the classical
Indian philosophical methodology of negation. This methodology is
two-pronged; on the one hand, it denies any identification of shun-
yata with the skandhas (form, feelings, perceptions, impulses, con-
sciousness) or six sense organs (eyes, ears, nose, tongue, body, mind) or
the phenomena perceived by the sense organs (shape, sound, smell,
taste, touch, or thought) or the six consciousnesses produced as a result
of contact between the sense organs and the external phenomena (eye
consciousness, ear consciousness, nose consciousness, tongue con-
sciousness, touch consciousness, mind consciousness). This negation
is a rejection of the Abhidharmist predilection for numerous cate-
gories of analysis. The point is that all these categories and their
descriptions are linguistic and conceptual categories; in themselves
they are empty of svabhava, and are being emptied out in each
moment; there is no solidity called “emptiness” that can be attributed
to them.
On the other hand, the sutra asserts that the principle of shunyata—

synonymous with dependent origination—is ineffable and inexpress-
ible, and is not to be confounded with eye, ear, nose, tongue, and so on.
This deconstructive process continues until all categories are denied as
identifiable with shunyata.
Therefore, in shunyata there is nothing to hold on to. Shunyata is
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complete absence or lack of a core in all phenomena, yet it is not nihilis-
tically void. Zenmaster BojoChinul (1158–1210), the founder ofKorean
Zen, makes a forceful argument in this regard:

At that place, sounds and discriminations do not take place…This
is the life force of all the buddhas and patriarchs—have no fur-
ther doubt about that. Since it has no former shape, how can it
be large or small? Since it cannot be large or small, how can it have
limitations? Since it has no limitations, it cannot have inside or
outside. Since there is no inside or outside, there is no far or near.
As there is no far or near, there is no here and there. As there is no
here or there, there is no coming or going. As there is no coming
or going, there is no birth or death. As there is no birth or death,
there is no past or present. As there is no past or present, there is
no delusion or awakening. As there is no delusion or awakening,
there is no ordinary man or saint. As there is no ordinary man or
saint, there is no purity or impurity. Since there is no impurity or
purity, there is no right or wrong. Since there is no right or wrong,
names and words do not apply to it. Since none of these concepts
apply, all sense-bases and sense-objects, all deluded thoughts, even
forms and shapes and names and words are inapplicable. Hence
how can it be anything but originally void and calm and originally
no-thing?
Nevertheless, at that point where all dharmas are empty, the

numinous awareness is not obscured. It is not the same as insen-
tience, for its nature is spiritually deft. This is your pure mind-
essence of void and calm, numinous awareness.29

For Chinul, this deconstructed space is “numinous awareness.” For
other Zen masters, this is a place of radical nondiscrimination; for the
Buddha, this is a place of radical non-clinging. For quantum physicists,
this is the place of dynamically pulsating energy at the core of each
form. In an insight into shunyata there is a letting go of all categories of
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analysis, all conceptual constructs that allow the ego to cling to “self.”
When one transcends the rationality of Abhidhamma thinking and
enters the realm of intuitive truth, only then does one come face to face
with the qualityless, valueless, ineffable shunyata taught by the
Mahayana tradition.
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No ignorance and also no extinction of it, and
so forth until no old age and death and also no
extinction of them.

This passage is one more deconstruction of the sequence of causal links
as enumerated in the second noble truth of dependent arising.What the
sutra is rejecting here is not the principle of dependent arising but rather
the scholastic claimmade by the Abhidharmists that the twelve links of
dependent arising must always operate in the same sequence, either for-
ward (as in the second noble truth) or backward (as in the third noble
truth). Once again, this statement is less an example of waywardness in
the sutra than of intra-Buddhist debates going on in earlymedieval India.
The legend of Buddha’s awakening tells us that during the first watch

of the night of his great awakening, he experienced all his past lives, one
by one, as he had lived them. In the second watch of the night, he wit-
nessed the death and rebirth of all universes, and all beings in them,
across the eons. Still, to his credit, he was not convinced that he had dis-
covered the root cause of human suffering, as he had set out to dowhen
he took his great vow not to move from his seat under the tree. Finally,
at dawn, he saw themorning star and in a flash understoodwhat he had
been seeking. This insight has been articulated in later tradition as
pratitya-samutpada, the chain of dependent origination, and presented
as a schema:

There is ignorance/delusion (Pali: avijja; Skt: avidya) [in each
moment’s apprehension by the self as to the true nature of phe-
nomena it is encountering].

Ignorance leads to mental formations or impulses (Pali: sankhara;
Skt: samskara).

Impulses or mental formations give rise to a state of consciousness
(vinnana; vijnana), the totality of thoughts, speech, and actions.
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Consciousness determines how the resulting mental and physical
phenomena (nama-rupa or the realm of name and form) works.

Mental and physical phenomena condition the six sense realms
(salayatana; shadayatana): the five physical sense organs of eye, ear,
nose, tongue, and body, plus the mind.

The six sense realms come into contact (phassa; sparsha) with [sen-
sorial and mental] phenomena.

Contact gives rise to sensations or feelings (vedana).

Feelings or sensations give rise to thirst or craving (tanha; trishna).

Craving gives rise to clinging (upadana).

Clinging leads to becoming (bhava).

Becoming leads to rebirth ( jati).

Rebirth leads to suffering, old age, and death (jara-marana; jara-
maranam) in a new cycle.

Often this chain of dependent origination is graphically represented as
a circle and variously called theWheel of Samsara, theWheel of Becom-
ing, or theWheel of Karma. The Buddha taught that the turning of this
wheel could be brought to a stop, to a cessation—through the complete
cessation of ignorance, mental formations are eradicated; through the
eradicationofmental formations, consciousness is re-formed, and so forth
until one arrives at the cessation of conditioned rebirth, andhence of suf-
fering, old age, and death. This stopping of the turning of the wheel of
suffering is often called “turning theWheel ofDharma” and is called the
path to nirvana, the state of being in which all deluded views about any-
thing permanent or substantial in human existence are eradicated.
It is important to bear in mind that each of the twelve factors in the

chain of dependent origination is a conditioned effect as well as a con-
ditioning agent. Each is both a cause and a result. As such, they are all



72 � The Heart of the Universe

interdependent, and no single factor is absolute or independent. Each
factor is a process rather than a thing, and as such inherently empty.
When theWheel of Dharma is turned, all these factors find their reso-
lution in the deconstructive processes of nirvana or shunyata.
The argument of theHeart Sutra is that the twelve links do not always

move causally in the same sequence. To assume they always do is to
impose an artificial condition on both themeditative and the liberative
experience. Instead, themetaphor could be of a bubbling pot of soup in
which the twelve links of dependent arising inform one another in
unpredictable ways.
This passage in the sutra also continues the earlier argument that none

of the twelve links has the self-sufficiency to stand alone. In shunyata
understanding, as noted earlier, forms are only flickerings—without any
quality of solidity or time duration—manifesting themselves momen-
tarily. Knowing this fundamental truth, we are spared the necessity of
categorizing the insights of the Buddha.Mahayana tradition insists that
it is enough for a follower to firmly hold on to the thought of enlight-
enment and practice diligently. A firm belief that in shunyata all things
find their resolution is therefore enough for a Mahayana believer. To
know through the eye of prajna that all the twelve links in the chain of
dependent origination are interconnected and interrelated is to echo the
words ofWerner Heisenberg, one of the founders of quantum physics:
“Theworld thus appears as a complicated tissue of events, inwhich con-
nections of different kinds alternate or overlap or combine and thereby
determine the texture of the whole.”30
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No suffering, no origination, no stopping, no
path, no cognition, also no attainment with
nothing to attain.

This passage applies the same deconstructive approach to the four noble
truths as the previous line did to the twelve links of dependent arising.
We cannot help but speculate how controversial this passage and the
preceding onemust have been in ancient or earlymedieval India, reject-
ing, as they seem to do, the framework of the four noble truths as a way
to think about enlightenment. TheBuddhist orthodoxy of the time had
insisted that the four noble truths had to be accepted as an unquestion-
able scriptural authority. The four noble truths is the first teaching the
Buddha ever gave (to his five former ascetic colleagues) soon after his
enlightenment. It is called the Discourse on Turning the Wheel of
Dharma (Dhamma-cakka-pavatana Sutta). In this schema, the four
noble truths are:

Conditioned existence is dukkha (pain, suffering, discomfort, dis-
ease, sense of incompleteness).

Dukkha is caused by “thirst” or craving (Pali/Skt: tanha), the desire
to be, desire to have.

The thirst can be stopped (nirodha).

It can be stopped by walking the eightfold path (wholesome view,
wholesome intention, wholesome speech, wholesome action,
wholesome livelihood, wholesome effort, wholesomemindfulness,
wholesome concentration).

TheMahayana disciples had no quarrel with the insight contained in
any of these truths or steps, but what precipitated a conflict for them
was theAbhidhamma tendency to freeze each of these four noble truths
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into an “ultimate,” which converted it into a polemic of “holy” and
“absolute.” This polemic was joined to the orthodox establishment’s
insistence that themonastic elite was the sole custodian of the Buddha’s
teachings and that the elite’s interpretations were incontrovertible.
Through the innovation of shunyata as the ontological and tran-

scendent nature of reality, the Mahayana followers declared all cate-
gories—and all interpretations of them—to be dualistic, and thus
inapplicable. By arguing for a simple faith in the thought of enlighten-
ment and diligent practice, these Mahayana followers sought to make
the vitality of Buddha’s enlightenment experience available to any and
all, laypersons and monastics alike.
This passage then is a declaration that suffering, the origination of suf-

fering, and the stopping of suffering by following a certain path are, when
they are employed as linguistic devices, themselves empty categories.
They may have their use as a road map, but their classificatory schema
must not become a self-validating principle. In the prajna-wisdom of
shunyata, all sequentials and consequentials, all causal schemas, dissolve;
there cannot be any notion of “suffering” as somemonolithic entity that
exists by itself. Suffering is a subjectively designated experience. The
Buddhist understanding of suffering (as distinct from pain or discom-
fort) is that it is a psychologically induced notion that need not neces-
sarily be imposed on an actual experience.That being the case, there is no
distinction between suffering and the end of suffering; what has arisen
and what has passed away are episodes of mental labeling.
The basic argument here is that the Buddha’s teachings are not about

the sanctity or holiness of this map or that map; they are about the
nature of experience itself. This is a radical idea. Because of our condi-
tioning, we depend on a road map if we want to go somewhere. The
Mahayana innovators had no quarrel with this basic wish, but they
pointed out that, more often than not, the map gets mistaken for the
path. In other words, what was important for themwasmoving into the
experience that lies outside our clouded, deluded thinking. If themap or
the path becomes an obstacle rather than a help, it should be abandoned.
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The implication is that an experience of cessation (nirodha) can be
obtained without necessarily following the eightfold path in a regi-
mented order.
Itmust be added here that at the experiential level, there would be no

serious disagreement among Theravada and Mahayana practitioners
about the experience of cessation itself. In the sutra theMahayana inno-
vators are simply and consciously moving away from the doctrinal pri-
macy of earlier articulations.
The sutra declares, almost ruthlessly, that there is no cognition or

attainment because there is nothing “out there” to cognize or attain. If
spiritual knowledge is reduced to textual knowledge or textual learn-
ing, it goes against the spirit of everything the Buddha was trying to
convey. His own awakening experience was not a result of anything he
had been told or had read but was based on a superhuman effort at self-
understanding or self-realization.
InMahayana understanding, insights into the true nature of self and

phenomena are wordless; they are intuitive truths. This is how the
Mahayana tradition understood prajna-wisdom: cognition without
words. This understanding plays itself out in the famous dictum, many
centuries later inChina, of Bodhidharma, the founding ancestor of Zen
tradition:

a special transmission outside the scriptures [i.e., textual
knowledge]

without depending on words and letters
pointing directly to one’s ownmind
seeing into one’s true nature and realizing buddhahood

TheHeart Sutra is a guide to how cognition or realization should be
understood. In such cognition there is nothing concretized to point to.
There is no “attainment”—if attainment is understood in terms such as
climbing Mount Everest or swimming across the English Channel or
memorizing the entire Encyclopedia Britannica. At the same time, all
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claims of “spiritual attainment” have to be seen asmanifestations of ego
structures.
Another point of contention with regard to the problem of “attain-

ment” in the Heart Sutra formulations seems to have centered around
the problem of defining a model of awakening or enlightenment. Soon
after the death of the Buddha, a controversy emerged over the status of
the arahat, the model of a saint in early texts; at the Second Council
(held about a hundred years after the death of the Buddha) one of the
key issues was whether it was possible for an arahat to relapse. The dis-
senting monks, who were to become the nucleus of a movement that
would become, centuries later, the Mahayana, argued for an alternate
model of sainthood which became known as the bodhisattva model.
The mature articulations of this new model argued for perceiving all
things, including spiritual attainment, as having provisional nature. Any-
thing that can be apprehended by senses, including suffering and its end-
ing, is a psychological construct—and thus is fundamentally empty of
intrinsic existence; any “attainment” is likewise a construct. These argu-
ments from ancient India for the provisional nature of all constructs cor-
respond quite well to the orientation of contemporary postmodern
philosophy which rejects all absolutes of any kind.
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The bodhisattva depends on Prajna Paramita, and
the mind is no hindrance; without any hindrance,
no fears exist. Far apart from any perverted view,
one dwells in Nirvana.

Instead of the arahatmodel of the earlier tradition, the Prajna Paramita
sutras—and the Heart Sutra—are champions of the new paradigm of
the bodhisattva. The Mahayana innovation was to argue that the
bodhisattva can be male or female, monastic or lay. The bodhisattva is
steadfast in his or her trust in the wisdom of shunyata rather than the
textuality of Abhidhamma scholasticism or even of the four noble
truths as she works her way toward awakening. In this paradigm it is
not so much that the four noble truths are ignored or rejected as that
they are simply not given the same a priori sanctity that the orthodox
tradition seemed to assign to them. The four noble truths or any other
teaching of the Buddha cannot be, in this reckoning, “holy” simply
because the Buddha had spoken them. Any teaching is validated only
when it is verified and found to be viable in one’s own experience.
The Sanskrit phrase for “mind is no hindrance” is viharaty acitta-

varanah, which literally translates as “dwells (viharaty) without (a-)
mind’s (citta) barriers (avaranah).” EdwardConze translates “mind’s bar-
riers” as “thought-coverings.” He says that the word avarana, from the
root vri, means “obstruction,” “obstacle,” “impediment,” or “covering.”31

He goes on to say that theBuddhist tradition distinguishes three types of
hindrances: karmic, defilement-based, and cognitive.Karmic hindrances
comprise those residuals of past unwholesome actions that continue to
seed the consciousness in unexamined ways. The defilement-based hin-
drances consist of those fueled by greed, hatred, delusion, and so forth.
The third, cognitive hindrances include those that result from belief in
things existing separately from the observing consciousness.
Conze says that “the term used here, citta-avarana, is very rare, and I

assume it to be identical with the third kind of obstacles, the cognitive
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ones. Some manuscripts of the Hridaya read ‘Thought-object’ (citta-
alambana) instead.”32

These words thus seem to reinforce the argument of theHeart Sutra,
namely, that the real problem in human conditioning is amisperception
andmiscognition of the nature of phenomena, driven by currently gen-
erated defilements seeded by past defilements. Many of these ideas in
theHeart Sutra were to become building blocks for a later development
in Buddhist psychology that came to be called Yogachara Buddhism in
early medieval India.
The bodhisattva finds in prajna a sense of completion and is com-

pletely at peace with it and with herself. The prajna-wisdom is her sup-
port; through a deep understanding of the paradox of an ultimate lack
of svabhava in things, she has the realization that there is nothing lack-
ing anywhere. Whatever the limitations of her conditioned mind may
be, she has a perfect understanding of, and trust in, the wisdomof shun-
yata. No perverted or deluded views cloud her vision.
In traditional Buddhism, there are “four perverted views” fromwhich

liberation is sought:

the view that anything existent can be permanent even if it is
compounded

the view that satisfaction may be found in the world of com-
pounded entities

the view that there is an abiding, permanent core, a self or soul

the view that because things are attractive, they are worth striving
for and clinging to (the Pali tradition renders this as “seeing the
lovely in the unlovely”)

The Pali word for “perverted views” is vipallasa, and it is perhaps bet-
ter translated as “deluded views” or even “distortions.” It is perhaps
appropriate to point out that of all the teachings of the Buddha, those
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on delusion are themost compelling and themost original. These teach-
ings separate the Buddha from all other religious and philosophical
thinkers not only in his own time but also in subsequent generations.
An investment in any of these “perverted” views is likely to produce

fear and confusion. Fear and confusion, by their very nature, seek out
things to cling to, and each clinging brings about its own particular per-
verted view to further cloud the vision. Rooted firmly in the wisdom of
shunyata, the bodhisattva has no such hindrance. She does not mistake
the unreal for the real, the conditioned for the unconditioned, the rela-
tive for the absolute.
The basic teaching of the Buddha is that the mind is originally

uncontaminated. There is no concept of original sin in Buddhism.
Defilements accrue to themind but they do not inhere. This is the basis
of Buddha’s teaching of nirvana, of liberation, of awakening, all of
which are a “recovery” of what was already there rather than the acquir-
ing of something new.
Hindrances or defilements are “filters” that individuals accrue as a

result of conditioning during development from infancy to childhood
to adolescence to adulthood. The Buddha’s teaching is that behind all
the accumulated filters the mind remains essentially untainted. The
metaphor here is a mirror. A dirty mirror, when cleaned, shines. In the
same way, when all the conditioning filters have been removed by a
trust in the prajna-wisdom, in shunyata, the mind recovers its original
joyfulness, and hindrances and fears have no place to take hold. For a
contemporary reader of the sutra, the words “no fears exist” may be
one of its most significant teachings. The horrors of the twentieth cen-
tury, and the way humans have treated one another, have produced
extraordinary anxiety, despair, and hopelessness. Today we are gripped
by all kinds of insecurities. Individuals find their lives driven by fears
of various kinds even while they yearn for love. Our conditioning has
become so convoluted that we not only fear fear itself but also fear
intimacy.
In our complex society today, any hope for transformation of the
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individual as well as the collective must deal with the basic fear of dual-
ity, fear of the “other,” fear of a world that is threatening yet indispensa-
ble. Unless this sense of separation from the world is resolved, all our
efforts to find meaning in life will be nothing more than manipulative
gestures. Through thewisdomunderstanding of shunyata one can tran-
scend the manipulative gestures that the social consensus, in its igno-
rance, sees not as illusions but as solid truths. The training of the
bodhisattva is to see the illusory nature of all facets of our conditioning
and transcend them.
With a clear mind and an unclouded vision, the bodhisattva “dwells

in nirvana.” For the earliest custodians of Buddhist tradition, the
Sthavira monks, nirvana was an experience of liberation, the sense of
relief and freedom that comeswhen one has eliminated all craving, cling-
ing, and notions of permanent selfhood. The resulting condition, in
which all layers of stress have been dispelled, was the “end of suffering.”
As happenedwithmany of the Buddha’s teachings, nirvana too came

to be posited as a categorical imperative—a thing-in-itself—in the
Abhidhamma schema. It became an existent outside human psycho-
logical experience. Innumerable difficulties have been caused by a mis-
reading of a single passage in the Pali suttas that speaks of nirvana as
the unconditioned:

There is, bhikkhus, a not-born, a not-brought-to-being, a not-
made, a not-conditioned. If, bhikkhus, there were no not-born,
not-brought-to-being, not-made, not-conditioned, no escape
would be discerned from what is born, brought-to-being, made,
conditioned. But since there is a not-born, a not-brought-to-being,
a not-made, a not-conditioned, therefore an escape is discerned
from what is born, brought-to-being, made, conditioned.33

Any number of Buddhist teachers have interpreted words such as
“unconditioned,” “deathless,” and “nirvana” as the nouns they seem to be,
thus creating hermeneutical difficulties. But the problem has also been
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compounded by passages from the Abhidhamma that say: “Great Seers
who are free fromcraving declare thatNibbana is an objective statewhich
is deathless, absolutely endless, unconditioned, and unsurpassed.”34

It is not clear whether, in these early debates among Buddhists in
ancient India, the protagonists were truly aware of the implications of
claims about an “objective state.” Such claims lead to ontological reifi-
cations, which a trained Buddhist thinker would hardly be expected to
engage in. Even if they were aware of what they were claiming, they
might not have been aware of the consequences of their linguistic con-
structions. But regardless of whether these claims were ontologically
deficient or just linguistically flawed, they created substantive problems.
TheMahayana response to the “nouning” of nirvana was to espouse

a “verbing” position and deny nirvana as a transcendental thing-in-
itself. Their argument was that a fear of samsara cannot be the same
thing as, say, a fear of a snake about to strike your leg. Samsara is a con-
ceptual construct, and therefore a fear of it is equally psychological and
subjective. If a fear of samsara is self-created and self-imposed, its reso-
lution in nirvana is equally self-created. Thus, by definition, nirvana is
nothing more than an overcoming of the (self-imposed) fear of sam-
sara, and not a thing-in-itself. In this understanding both samsara and
nirvana are processes, thereby making the “attaining” of nirvana an
impossibility. According to Mahayana thinkers, seeking to overcome
the fear of samsara by finding a refuge in nirvana is a dualistic approach
and cannot lead to transcendent wisdom, which is essentially nondu-
alistic and in which samsara and nirvana are not distinct. Nirvana is
not to be considered “a thing,” a category existing as a reality apart from
everything else; samsara, likewise, is not an entity existing apart from
everything else.
Nirvana is not the result of doing something or attaining something,

but of not-doing, which means not engaging in unskillful behaviors of
thought, speech, and action. The bodhisattva does not “attain” nirvana
(since any attainment is empty of temporal duration or self-nature), but
his vision is unclouded through nondiscrimination. In other words,
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through the prajna-wisdom of shunyata, the bodhisattva is always con-
tented and at peace with how phenomena manifest themselves.
In this sense, nirvana is best understood as upekkha (equanimity).

Bhikku Bodhi, an outstanding translator of Pali texts today, offers this
nuanced understanding of upekkha:

The Buddha used a term of rare occurrence in the pre-Buddhist
languages in India, namely, upekkha (Skt. upeksha, a word formed
out of upa+ iks, meaning “taking a close look”). It is generally ren-
dered into English as “equanimity,” a term of more ethical import,
butwhich highlights the epistemological stance, hence better trans-
lated as “consideration.” This is because a prejudicedmind, amind
that has already been made up, cannot consider anything that is
contrary to its accepted views. Hence, a “considering mind” beau-
tifully defined as one which has become pliable (kammaniya),
become stable (thita), become flexible (mudubhuta) and reached a
state of not fluttering (anenjapatta). This is a concentrated mind
(samahita), without blemish (anagana), purified (parisuddha) and
cleansed (pariyodata) with all defiling tendencies gone (vigatu-
pakkilesa). It is almost difficult to think of the salutary effects of
adopting such a perspective in the investigative processes relating
to science, technology, medicine, economics, political science and
sociology to mention a few. This is especially so in the context of
the modern world where all such disciplines are based upon the
inflexible and rigid dichotomies such as the true and false, the exis-
tent and the non-existent. Absolutism of some sort is the inevitable
result.
The good and the peaceful that he attained under the Bodhi tree

permeated all his teachings, whether they pertain to explanations
of the physical or objective world, the human personality, social,
political and moral life as well as the use of the most important
method of communication, namely, language.35
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George Leonard, who was introduced earlier as one of the founders
of theHumanPotentialMovement in the 1960s and 1970s, has used the
secular, experiential term “crystalline state” to speak of a state of being
that resonates with the definition of upekkha above:

In the crystalline state, there is no expectation over any prejudg-
ment. Concentration on the past and future gives way to primary
focus on the present. Action taken while in the crystalline state is
not considered action but rather appropriate action. When fully
achieved, this state permits awareness of the perfect rhythm that
always exists at the heart of your being. Going into the crystalline
state does not require a set of instructions; it can come upon you
spontaneously…Likewise, no set of instructions can assure that you
will achieve this state.36

Within the context of the Heart Sutra, a conflation of upeksha with
nirvana permeates classicalMahayana understanding of nirvana. In this
conflation, nirvana is shunyata because it has no graspable nature; any
thought of nirvana as an attainable object would therefore be an error.
Nirvana is not something to be striven for but to be seen as a natural
resultant from its predicate, cessation (nirodha), which deconstructs all
the structures of defilements and hindrances. The experiential status of
nirvana is to be intuited in the unfolding of each moment where shun-
yata plays itself out unceasingly. Through his intuitive wisdom, prajna,
the bodhisattva knows that in shunyata all things are just as they really
are, that is, full of thusness or suchness (tathata) in their manifestation.
Thus, a proper understanding of the line “Far apart from any per-

verted view, one dwells in nirvana”may be “Far apart from any perverted
view, one dwells in upeksha.” This alternate reading seems to be much
more in line with the spirit of the sutra.



In the three worlds all buddhas depend on Prajna
Paramita and attain Anuttara Samyak Sambodhi.

The “three worlds” are the worlds of past, present, and future (at times
also interpreted as theworlds of form, formlessness, and desire). In these
three worlds or time periods the transcendental wisdom of shunyata is
the vehicle that enables aspiring buddhas to complete their liberation
project. In the IndianMahayana tradition it is taken for granted that an
aspiring bodhisattva is synonymous with an aspiring buddha, since a
bodhisattva is aspiring for buddhahood.
Anuttara Samyak Sambodhimeans “PerfectUnexcelledAwakening.”

It is the enlightenment of a perfect buddha (sambuddha), one who has
by him- or herself rediscovered the wisdom that leads to liberation. In
traditionalMahayana usage, Anuttara Samyak Sambodhi is also a state-
ment about the completion of the bodhisattva path, that is, the realiza-
tion of buddhahood. Such buddhahood puts one in possession of the
“ten powers” (Skt: dashabala) of a Perfect Buddha:

knowledge of discernment in any situation of what’s possible and
what’s not

knowledge of ripening of deeds in oneself and others

knowledge of superior and inferior abilities of other beings

knowledge of tendencies in other beings

knowledge of the manifold constituents of the world

knowledge of paths leading to rebirth in various realms of existence

knowledge of what will lead to purity and what to impurity

knowledge of various meditations (dhyana) and concentrations
(samadhi)

knowledge of death and rebirth

knowledge of when the defilements are completely eradicated

84 � The Heart of the Universe
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The “attainment” of these ten powers inAnuttara Samyak Sambodhi
may seem, on the surface, a logical contradiction since the sutra has just
declared that there is “no attainment” and “nothing to attain.” The
implicitmessage here is that in and of itself Anuttara Samyak Sambodhi
too is empty, but the ten powers arising out of completing the path can
be used as skillful means, which, along with wisdom and compassion, is
the hallmark of a bodhisattva in the Mahayana literature. Possessing
these ten powers, the bodhisattva works tirelessly to save all beings
knowing fully well that all is inherently empty. The effort is directed
toward helping individuals change their karmic legacies and patterns
rather than saving any solidity called a being.
Anuttara Samyak Sambodhi changes the complexion of the sutra

from a mere rejection of Abhidhamma categories to a positive fulfill-
ment of the bodhisattva vow to save or liberate all beings, “All beings,
one body; I vow to liberate.” The bodhisattva treads on this path
immersed in the intuitivewisdomof shunyata rather than in the rational
categories of Abhidhamma or in the illusion that there is someone who
can “save” someone.
The wisdom of shunyata is not an opinion or a category but a real-

ization in the bones and themarrowof the practitioner; it is a realization
of the empty nature of phenomena rolling on endlessly, in which the
practitioner does not see herself or himself as intrinsically sepa-
rated from the rest of the phenomenal world. In this way of cognizing
phenomena, the experiencer and the experienced are inseparable and
indistinguishable. The bodhisattva and those being “saved” are also
inseparable from one another.
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Therefore, know that Prajna Paramita is the great
transcendent mantra, is the great bright mantra,
is the utmost mantra, is the supreme mantra,
which is able to relieve all suffering and is true,
not false.

Here the sutra’s celebration of insight into shunyata comes to an end.
Historically, however, by the time the Heart Sutra was given its final
shape, the influence ofmantrayana (the vehicle or modality of mantra
practice) andTantra (collections of secret, esoteric texts and ritual prac-
tices) was clearly ascendantwithin theMahayana. Thus the exhortation
in the Heart Sutra to the listener from now on is to be seen in its his-
torical context as an addendumof a proselytizing nature. The assertions
made here clearly contradict the insights presented earlier in the sutra.
Commentators throughout ages have taken differing positions on the

inclusion of themantra in the sutra. Perhaps the best way to sum up the
mantra’s place is to note its historical context and leave its use entirely up
to the reader—whether as an incantation, as a tool of psychic power, or
whatever. Certainly, the myths and legends associated with the life and
adventures of Xuanzang will lean toward the magical and the miracu-
lous. Amore discerning inquirer may see themantra as almost a kind of
“sound-based theology”within theBuddhist traditions of earlymedieval
India at a time when devotionalism was also making its mark on the
broader Indian culture andHinduism. Or it may be seen as a linguistic
and symbolic summation of the central teaching of Mahayana wisdom
schools.
A distinction should perhaps be made here between amantra and a

dharani. Amantra is usually a string of unintelligible syllables, while a
dharani is considered to be an intelligent summary of some profound
truth. In some folk-tradition practices, however, dharanismay be strings
of unintelligible syllables. Korean folk Buddhism, for instance, is full of
such dharanis; here it ismore the norm than an exception that the entire
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Heart Sutra will be used as a dharani. Such usage perhaps follows the
protocols of Chinese folk Buddhism, within which the entire sutra was
used byXuanzang as a dharani during his dangerous crossing of theTak-
lamakan desert. In Tibetan Buddhism, it is more common to repeat the
mantra as a focused practice. In sum, because of its brevity, the Heart
Sutra lends itself to being practiced easily either as a dharani or as a
mantra.
As should be clear from earlier comments, one of the hopes in this

modern commentary on an ancient text is to show a continuity of col-
laborations and boundary-crossings in earlier generations so that today
we are dealing not onlywith the taxonomy of the text itself but alsowith
its historical usages. As one of the “house texts” (despite its well-known
anti-intellectualism, the institutional Zen adopted certain texts for pur-
poses of chanting or memorized learning; among them are the Heart
Sutra, theDiamond Sutra, and the Lankavatara Sutra) of the Zen tradi-
tion, the Heart Sutra has seen itself appropriated, sometime directly,
other times indirectly, for various forays of all shapes and varieties by
Zenmasters inChina, Japan, andKorea. Earlier, we sawhowXuanzang’s
chanting of the Heart Sutra as a dharani during his dangerous desert
crossing solidified its status as a magical spell in popular Chinese imag-
ination. An equally significant development took place in early Sung
China (960–1279) when one of the minor schools of Chinese Zen, the
Fayan school, founded by FayanWenyi (885–958) morphed into a col-
laboration of Zen and Pure Land practices. Fayan is best known today
as the teacher differentiating between “moon” (i.e., enlightenment) and
“finger pointing to themoon” (i.e., teaching leading to enlightenment);
the collaboration was actually brought into effect by his grand-disciple
Yongming Yanshou (905–975)who was later proclaimed the first patri-
arch of the Pure Land school by the Sung emperor.
Because the Fayan school was short-lived in China itself, the impact

of its collaborationwith Pure Landwas not noticeable in the country of
its origin but “FayanZen” became quite influential inKorea in later cen-
turies. As a result, today’s Zen “practice” in Korea covers a spectrum in
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which devotional practices, chanting ofmantra, prostrations, and so on
intermingle with the classical practice of formal, upright sitting posture.
This spectrum, thus, crosses boundaries between formal Zen sitting

practice andmantra chanting in the same way that theHeart Sutra text
does between doctrinal sophistication and mantra chanting. There’s a
similar spectrum in Tibetan Buddhism, with the result that an inclu-
sion of a mantra at the end of the Heart Sutra is neither surprising nor
unexpected to a personwell-versed in East Asian Buddhism or Tibetan
Buddhism.
A positive view of thismantra is offered byThichNhatHanh, a con-

temporary Vietnamese Zen master:

Whenwe listen to thismantra, we should bring ourselves into that
state of attention, of concentration, so that we can receive the
strength emanated by Avalokiteshvara Bodhisattva. We do not
recite the Heart Sutra like singing a song, or with our intellect
alone. If you practice themeditation on emptiness, if you penetrate
the nature of interbeing with all your heart, your body, and your
mind, 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 youwill be able to have real communication, real communion
withAvalokiteshvara, and youwill be able to transform yourself in
the direction of enlightenment. This text is not just for chanting,
or to be put on an altar for worship. It is given to us as a tool to
work for our liberation, for the liberation of all beings.37

Clearly the message of these lines of the Heart Sutra is intended for
the unconvinced and the uninitiated. It asks for faith and trust in the
efficacy of the sutra (a hallmark of Mahayana methods of veneration)
rather than the critical-analytical faculty of self-investigation (theAbhi-
dhamma approach). A faith in the power of themantra is a further devel-
opmentwithin theMahayana and is reflective of the growing popularity
of the Lotus Sutra (Saddharma-pundarika Sutra) and sutras from the
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Pure Land schools. These sutras belong to a category distinct from the
Prajna Paramita sutras, but they much more easily crossed cultural
boundaries intoChina andEast Asia to become objects of devotion and
blessing-seeking thanwas the case in IndianMahayana, which remained
much more philosophical. The time of the composition of the Heart
Sutra also coincides with the rise of Tantra within Indian Buddhism.
These internal developments, combined with external pressures on
Indian Buddhist missionaries, were to become dominant in China,
Japan, and Korea. The success of these missionaries was to change the
very nature of IndianMahayana, at times into an unrecognizable shape.
Themagico-mantric culture that these Buddhistmissionaries brought

with them found receptive soil in the countries of North and East Asia
and led to tremendous religious and sociocultural realignments in these
lands. To cite just one example, even today in the Japanese Shingon sect
of Buddhismnovicemonks chant theHeart Sutra while standing under
an icy waterfall to induce a catatonic spell. One contemporary scholar,
Michael Pye, has argued that this use of theHeart Sutra as amantra/spell
only confirms the presence of a wide variety of tools used by Buddhist
practitioners in their practice (as opposed to philosophers debating the
finer points of doctrine). He writes:

Mahayana Buddhism in Sanskrit formhad bothmeaningless spells
andmeaningful ones.Meaningless onesmay be found, for example,
in theDharani chapter of the Lotus Sutra.Once transliterated into
Chinese and Japanese all Sanskrit words lose their meaning, not
only spells. On the other hand if used sufficiently frequently in
understood contexts, they maintain and develop their meaning.
For example, although many Japanese might have difficulty in
expounding it, the word hannya (Prajna) is not strictly speaking
meaningless in Japanese.When it comes to a mantra the interpre-
tative tradition is complicated by the importance attachment to
the power of the syllables themselves in this “tantric” phase of Bud-
dhism. But such an adaptation of the old Brahmanical tradition



90 � The Heart of the Universe

that special syllables such asOM orAwere able to sumup all truth
as utterances of power, did not prevent the syllables from being
allegorically interpreted as well… Given this general character of
Buddhism it is not particularly surprising that the Heart Sutra is
used in the context of ascetic exercises such as the Buddha himself
gave up (or never even started, in the case of standing under the
waterfalls), the attainment of trance states which count as falling
short of enlightenment or nirvana, exorcisms of malignant spirits
which in reality are a delusion, and healings which leave the body
just as prone to disease, old age and death as it ever was before.38

Michael Pye seems to point to a consistent feature in folk Buddhism
in all Asian societies where many Buddhist texts or excerpts were used
as justification for or accessorizing ascetic practices for the sake of heal-
ing or exorcism. The Buddha expressly forbade his monks to engage in
these practices and asked them to focus instead on their own awakening.
Since very fewmonks were able to come to the same kind of awakening
that the historical Buddha had come to, many monks embraced the
ambiguous territory between Buddhist teachings (essentially a pursuit
of insight andwisdom) and shamanism (essentially a pursuit of themag-
ical and the occult). It is amatter of anthropological interest and record
thatmany of the practices at the folk level that are considered “Buddhist”
are essentially shamanic practices. The Heart Sutra has been adopted
over and over again by these folk aspects of Asian Buddhism and used
as a spell for healing or getting into trance states. At the same time, its
philosophical acuity has continued to attract scholars and thinkers.
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So proclaim the Prajna Paramita mantra, proclaim
the mantra which says: “Gate, gate, paragate,
parasamgate, bodhi svaha.”

Gate, gate (pronounced ga-tay ga-tay) means “gone, gone”; parameans
“beyond”; para-gatemeans “gone beyond”; para-sam-gatemeans “gone
completely beyond [to the other shore of samsara, the sea of suffering]”;
bodhimeans the AwakenedMind; svaha is the Sanskrit word for hom-
age or proclamation. Thus the entire mantra means “Homage to the
AwakenedMind which has gone over to the other shore.”
The critical word here is “beyond,” which may also be translated as

“transcendent” in a careful contextualization. As has been mentioned
above, an iconic understanding of samsara in the Buddhist tradition has
been “a sea of suffering.”Within this understanding, there is “this shore”
and the “other shore.” “This shore” is the realm of samsara, a place of
suffering resulting from a conglomeration of one’s karmic conditions
and predilections in the present life. The “other shore” or the “far shore”
is the nirvanic realm representing a resolution of those karmic condi-
tions, through whatever methodology, and is a place of ease and tran-
quility, of refuge and safety. This other shore is “beyond” samsara, a
transcendence of the psychological afflictions.
In the early tradition, the teachings of the Buddha were seen as a raft

that transports one from this shore to the other shore. In thismetaphor,
samsara is likened to a river and the raft carries one to the other shore of
the river. In Mahayana articulations, the six paramitas (perfections, or
virtuous cultivations) of generosity, ethical discipline, patience, whole-
some effort, meditation, and wisdom are seen as the raft that takes a
practitioner across the sea of suffering. In this understanding, wisdomor
prajna is at times seen as the container in which the other five parami-
tas are nestled; hence the primacy of wisdom (of shunyata) as the raft
that leads to liberation.
Whatever perspective one takes on the mantra that closes the sutra,
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there can be no dispute that the text hasmultiple facets: the radical nega-
tion of Abhidhamma categories; the positive assertion of the bodhi-
sattva’s striving for buddhahood, and the mantric practice that’s more
folk than doctrinal. To this construct add later developments in the
Indo-Tibetan traditionwhere theHeart Sutra became the basis for eso-
teric visualization practices of Tantra-based Vajrayana Buddhism.39

As wasmentioned in the introductory chapter, the challenge for con-
temporary readers of the Heart Sutra is whether to align themselves
primarily with what the sutra has tried to convey prior to themantra—
namely, rich insight and intuitive wisdom coming from a completely
still mind, layers of stress brought to complete cessation, and a know-
ing consciousness transcending all concepts and categories. In this vein,
it is also possible to see the mantra itself as an homage to a conscious-
ness grounded in upeksha, the equipoise of tranquility and serenity
whose essential stillness is not disturbed by the arising and passing away
of phenomena.
By contrast, the reader also has the option of stepping into the folk tra-

ditions of the Heart Sutra with their long histories in China, Japan, and
Korea, as well as Tibet, and to see its mantric orientation as inclining it
more toward the magical and the mystical. A positive understanding of
shunyata, within these esoteric practices, can emerge if it is seen that all
artificial layers of selfhood and ego are sacrificed in the compassionate
presence of Avalokiteshvara. Such sacrifice/surrender can ideally gener-
ate an insight into both shunyata and the lack of a stable, permanent self.
Those Zen masters who are willing and able to guide their students

toward the theme of shunyata, especially within the context of theHeart
Sutra, find in it perhaps a resonance of the existentialist theme that life
has no inherentmeaning or reason. “Life” and “meaning” are linguistic-
conceptual constructs that can find validation onlywithin their own cir-
cular logic.Within the framework of shunyata teaching, as captured in
theHeart Sutra, any understanding ofmeaning has to confront the prob-
lem of svabhava—own-being or an abiding, unchanging core.
The Heart Sutra uses negation to point to this lack of any inherent
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meaning or reason in the phenomenal world, including the world of
conceptual thinking. It takes each of the existents, holds it in an
unflinching gaze, and declares it to have no sustaining self-nature. This
is the radical wisdom of shunyata in theMahayana tradition.
Compassion is the other, equally crucial element inMahayana teach-

ings. How do we then bridge the gap between shunyata as the ultimate
nature of things and the conventionality of the human condition? The
existentialist thinkers of the twentieth century agonized over this prob-
lem andwere led to despair and anarchy. InMahayana frameworks, com-
passion is a natural, unforced by-product of a deep state ofmeditation; it
supports thewisdomof emptiness. It allows the individual to have empa-
thy with the conventional appearance of the world without getting lost
in it. Itmay be that compassionworks best as a post-enlightenment exis-
tential response, but cultivation of compassion can also be a gentle
smoothing of one’s practice to be skillfully applied whenever one gets
lost in the conventionalities of the world. Regardless, without compas-
sion as a guiding paradigm, the unrelenting precision of shunyata can
make living unbearable.
Zenmasters insist that our true freedom lies in the choices we make,

not in our conceptual constructs, faith, or beliefs. Each of us has the
power to change the despair inherent in (the conceptual construct of )
“no meaning” into the living vitality of “Great Meaning”—to change
“no reason” into “Great Reason.” In this understanding, meaning is
derived from action, not from conceptual thinking. If the action is kind,
generous, and compassionate—and backed up by the core intention of
kindness, generosity, and compassion—that’s all that matters.
The argument is that in a state of deep meditation one accesses the

core psychological qualities of kindness and compassion. There’s also a
co-emergent insight that all beings are also naturally endowed with the
same qualities.
We lose this natural quality whenever we hold ourselves separate

from everything else. In the language of theMahayana, this separation
is a devaluation of the self and the world; to see others as separate from
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oneself is to live in delusion and deny one’s own buddha-nature; to see
others as sharing in one’s own buddha-nature is to affirm one’s own
essential humanity. Inmaking a free choice of compassion for all beings,
we are doing no more than giving expression to our buddha-nature. It
is only in compassion (karuna) that wisdom (prajna) finds its fullest
expression.
This way of understanding theHeart Sutra inZen andMahayana tra-

ditions may be presented as a circle:



0 degrees. This is samsara. Here theWheel of Karma keeps turning, fueled by greed,
anger, and delusion. An urgency to change, to get out of the realm of suffering leads
one to…

90 degrees. Here one has an intellectual awareness of the four noble truths and the chain
of dependent origination, but this is a “dry” cognition. When this dry cognition is
supplemented with a deepening experience of meditation, one reaches…

180 degrees. Here one has a taste of complete stillness, of the empty nature of phenom-
ena; one experiences cessation of the working of greed, hatred, and delusion.When
the mind becomes completely silent all personal and societal conditioning disappears.
In Zen terms this is the realization of one’s “original self,” a recovery of the uncontami-
nated conditioning with which one was born. A continued and thorough absorption
in this stillness leads to…

270 degrees. Here one may acquire the ten powers of Anuttara Samyak Sambodhi as a
by-product of one’s absorption in the highly concentrated meditation or samadhi
practice. This is the attainment of buddhahood in the traditional Buddhist sense. It is
also the place where magic and psychic powers may become a playground of the adept.
At the same time one understands, through one’s wisdom-eye, that these powers too
are empty. This wisdom leads to…

360 degrees. This is nirvana in action, or buddhahood manifested through functioning in
the world. Here theWheel of Dharma (which is none other than theWheel of Karma
turning in reverse) is turned by employing skillful means rooted in wisdom and com-
passion. Here one finds validation of one’s bodhisattva vows, a continuation of what
Shakyamuni Buddha achieved in his forty-five years of teaching.
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I first learned the above “ZenCircle” frommy teacher, theKoreanZen
master Seung Sahn (1927–2004), as part of his oral teachings. It has since
been included inhis book,TheCompass ofZen. (The interpretation above,
however, is entirelymyownand I take responsibility for its shortcomings.)
More than two centuries ago Voltaire wrote, “Man makes his own

gods, forges forever new chains for himself.” Today we live in a post-
religious society; our psychological and spiritual needs have evolved and
have arguably transcended the making of gods and the forging of new
chains. Our need today is to find a paradigm in which the intellectual
and the intuitive can meet, a paradigm that is rooted in the wisdom of
our meditative experience. Today researchers in the field of conscious-
ness studies use terms like “holographic” to describe a newmodel of the
universe in which an individual is a “hologram” and exists in a state of
“holonomy.”

The idea of the universe as an overachieving unity repeated some-
how in each of its parts bears a majesty and elegance all its own…
The holonomic formulation… resonates with one of the most
ancient intuitions of the race, expressed with eloquence and force
in Eastern philosophy. It helps account for the essential meaning-
fulness of existence, the coherent, repeated patterns that we keep
discovering at the deepest structure of language,mathematics, and
the physical world. It is a necessary consequence of modern quan-
tum theory taken to its logical extreme.40

The holographic model of the universe cannot be replicated in indi-
viduals by turning it into yet another ideology or manipulative societal
realignment.Without a thorough realization of shunyata, which allows
us to get in touch with our basic humanity, “holonomy” will be just
another concept, the subject of disputations and dissertations. But the
paradigms created by Mahayana thinkers and the findings of quantum
theory can both bring us, in our experience of deep meditation, to “a
world of connectedness, potential, and evolution” in which we turn
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toward a vivid sense of community along with the acceptance of per-
sonal responsibility; toward a de-emphasis on competing and winning
alongwith a re-emphasis on participating and experiencing; from aggres-
sion toward gentleness and enjoyment; from dominance of nature to
blendingwith nature; from exponential growth in production and con-
sumption to a more moderate, more ecological standard of living along
with a powerful intentionality; toward social justice throughout the
world.41

Compare this to the sentiments expressed by the contemporary Zen
master Thich Nhat Hanh:

The Prajnaparamita gives us a solid ground to making peace with
ourselves, for transcending the fear of birth and death, the duality
of this and that. In the light of emptiness, everything is everything
else, we inter-are; everyone is responsible for everything that hap-
pens in life. When you produce peace and happiness in yourself,
with the conscious breathing that you produce in 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 practice. If you do not
give yourself peace, how can you share it with others?42





Appendix:
A Re-rendering of the Great Heart

of Perfect Wisdom Sutra

This free-form rendering of the Heart Sutra is both playful and seri-
ous: playful in the sense that it takes liberties with interpreting San-
skrit words in ways that do not always correspond to etymological
protocols; serious in the sense that it is trying to recapture the intention
behindwhat was written in the original Sanskrit version hundreds of
years ago. It seems to me that it is possible to unpack the language of
the original text just a little bit without losing the vitality of its creative
insights.

The Great Heart of Perfect Wisdom Sutra

Avalokiteshvara Bodhisattva, while dwelling in the far-reaching depths
of her meditation, perceives that [when a practitioner has a realization
that] the constituent dharmas of five skandhas have no own-being, he is
protected from all anguish and distress.

Shariputra, a form carries its own trace of shunyata, the ultimate lack;
shunyata, the ultimate lack, is traced back only through form. That
which is form is a reflection of shunyata, its ultimate lack; that which is
shunyata, ultimate lack, is intuited only in form. The same is true of the
skandhas called sensations, perceptions, formation, and consciousness.
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Shariputra, all constituent dharmas carry a trace of their lack of own-
being. Things lacking in own-being do not appear or disappear, are not
tainted or pure, do not increase or decrease. Therefore, in radical shun-
yata there are no own-being-bearing forms, no own-being-bearing sen-
sations, perceptions, impulses, and consciousness. Also there are no
own-being-bearing eighteen composites of consciousness: no eyes, no
ears, no nose, no tongue, no body, nomind, no color, no sound, no smell,
no taste, no touch, no object of mind, no realm of eyes, and so forth
until no realmofmind consciousness. Also there are no own-being-bear-
ing links of dependent origination: no ignorance and also no extinction
of it, and so forth until no old age and death. Also there is no own-being-
bearing extinction of them in nirvana.

There are no own-being-bearing four noble truths either; no own-being-
bearing suffering; no own-being-bearing origination; no own-being-
bearing stopping; no path; no cognition; also no attainment of nirvana
with nothing to attain.

The bodhisattva depends on Prajna-shunyata, and the conditioned
mind is no hindrance.Without any hindrance, there are no fears for the
turbulence of samsara. Far apart from any distortions of perceptions and
views, one dwells in the unshakable peace of no-construction.

In the three worlds, all buddhas depend on Prajna-shunyata and go
deeper into the cultivation of Anuttara Samyak Sambodhi, the Perfect
Unexcelled Awakening, as skillful means.

Therefore know that Prajna-shunyata is the great transcendent refuge,
is the great bright refuge, is the utmost refuge, is the supreme refuge
which is able to relieve all anguish and distress, and does not fail its
practitioner.

So enter the Prajna-shunyata, enter the refuge that is the space of
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Gate, gate, paragate, parasamgate, bodhi svaha.

Gone; gone; gone beyond;gone beyond all forms and contingent
becomings; the awakened mind, homage.
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