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Finding the Heart in the Heart Sutra

£ € That which takes form is
emptiness, and emptiness truly
is that which takes form.
Emptiness is not different from
that which takes form, and
that which takes form is not
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Class One: Popping the Question

The Heart Sutra
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namah sarvajfidya || namo bhagavatyai aryaprajiaparamitayail|
atha prajfidparamitahrdayasttram ||

I bow down to omniscience. | bow down to the Lady, the Realized One
who is the Perfection of Wisdom.
And now for the Heart of the Perfection of Wisdom Sutra.
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parvate mahata bhiksusanghena sardham mahata ca bodhisattvasanghena |

This is what | heard: Once the Lord was spending time in Rajagriha on
a mountain called Vulture’s Peak, together with a great assembly of
monks and bodhisattvas.
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tena khalu samayena bhagavangambhiravasambodha nama samadhim

samapannal |

Right there and then the Lord entered into a meditation known as “The
Perfect and Deep Awareness of the Profound.”
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tena ca samayenaryavalokiteSvaro bodhisattvo mahasattvo gambhirayam
prajiidparamitayarm caryarh caramana evam vyalokayati sma | pafica
skandhastamsca svabhavastnyar vyavalokayati |

And also at that time the Realized Being Avalokiteshvara, the
bodhisattva, the Great Being, also began engaging in the practice of
analyzing the profound, the perfection of wisdom. And he observed

that the five groups are empty of any true nature.
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athayusmafichariputro buddhanubhavenaryavalokitesvaram bodhisattvam
mahasattvametadavocat |

Then the venerable Shariputra, acting under the authority of the
Buddha, said this to the Realized Being Avalokiteshvara, the
bodhisattva, the Great Being:
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yah kascitkulaputro gambhirayam prajiiaparamitayam caryar cartukamah

kathar Siksitavyah |

“If any son of a good lineage wanted to engage in the practice of the
profound, the perfection of wisdom, what would he need to learn?”



Exercise for Class One

Shariputra ends this section of the Heart Sutra with his crucial question:
What is the true nature of reality, and how should we live in accordance with
it?

What are your most pressing questions about life? We don’t ordinarily
pause to reflect on the big mysteries — What’s the meaning of it all? What’s
my purpose here? Why do bad things happen to good people, and vice
versa? — and this is your chance to do so!

In the space below, write down as many of your major existential questions
you can think of. Then spend fifteen minutes each day for the next week
really contemplating these queries. Take the time to wrestle with the
mysteries of life and jot down your reflections.



Class Two: Form is Emptiness, and Emptiness is Form

The Heart Sutra, cont.
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evamukta aryavalokite§varo bodhisattvo mahasattva ayusmantarm

sariputrametadavocat |

Having been so addressed, the Realized Being Avalokiteshvara, the
bodhisattva, the Great Being, replied to the venerable Shariputra like
this:
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yah kascicchariputra kulaputro va kuladuhita va gambhirayam

prajiiaparamitayam caryarh cartukamastenaivarh vyavalokayitavyar | pafica
skandhastamsca svabhavastnyansamanupasyati sma |

“Shariputra, this is what any son or daughter of a good lineage who
wanted to engage in the practice of the profound, the perfection of
wisdom, would need to observe: He or she would see that the five

groups are empty of any true nature.
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ripam $tinyata Stinyataiva riipam | riipanna prthak stnyata $tinyataya na
prthagrtiparh | yadriparh sa Stinyata ya stnyata tadrtiparm | evarh
vedanasafijfidsamskaravijianani ca $tinyata |

That which takes form is emptiness, and emptiness truly is that which
takes form. Emptiness is not different from that which takes form, and
that which takes form is not different from emptiness. Whatever there
Is that takes form is emptiness, and whatever emptiness there is is that

which takes form. And emptiness is also the feelings, discriminating
capacities, the other mental factors, and the consciousnesses.



Exercise for Class Two

Every day for the next week, spend fifteen minutes a day meditating on who
you really are and why the Heart Sutra declares the self to be “empty.”

First off, get in touch with that strong feeling that there is obviously a self, a
“me.” Then examine your assumptions about who that “me” really is. You
will find that the self we believe in is a continuous and unchanging thing
(the “me” that watches me go through life), a unitary entity (there’s only
“me”), and an independent being (a “master self” that controls the mind and
body).

Then investigate whether the self you are so sure is really there is identical
to its parts (the five “heaps” or “groupings” that comprise the mind-body
complex mentioned in this section of the Heart Sutra), or different from
those physical and mental components (an independent self that has a body
and mind but is not the same as the body and mind).

Finally reflect on the problems that accompany either choice when it comes
to the self’s relationship with the mind and body. If the self is the same as
its parts, it can’t be unitary and unchanging; and if it is different than its
parts (i.e., independent of them) then any kind of identification with one’s
mind and/or body is foolish and erroneous.



Class Three: The Nature of All Things

The Heart Sutra, cont.
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evarh Sariputra sarvadharma étinyatalaksana anutpanna aniruddha amalavimala

antina asamptrnah |

And so it is, Shariputra, that all existing things are emptiness —
without definitive characteristics, without beginning or end, neither
pure nor impure, neither diminishing nor increasing.
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tasmattarhi Sariputra $tinyatayarh na ripam na vedana na safijiia na sarhskara na

vijidnam |

And therefore, Shariputra, when seen from the viewpoint of emptiness
there is nothing which takes form, no feelings, no discriminating
capacities, no other mental factors, and no consciousnesses.
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na caksurna $rotramh na ghranarh na jivha na kayo na mano na rtaparh na sabdo

na gandho na raso na sprastavyam na dharmah | na caksurdhaturyavanna
manodhaturna dharmadhaturna manovijianadhatuh!|

There are no eyes, ears, nose, tongue, body, or mind. And there is
nothing to see, hear, smell, taste, touch, or think. There is no eye
element and so on, right up to there not being the mind element, the
element of what the mind thinks, and the element of the mental
consciousness.
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navidya navidya ksayo yavanna jaramaranarh na jaramaranaksayah |

There is no ignorance and no stopping of ignorance and so on, right up
to there being no old age and death and no stopping of old age and
death.
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na duhkhasamudayanirodhamarga | na jiianarh na praptirnapraptih |

There is no suffering, no cause, no cessation, and no path. There is no
wisdom, nothing to attain and no lack of attainment.



Exercise for Class Three

The Heart Sutra declares in this section that “suffering is empty.” Every day
this week spend some time thinking about the pain and difficulties in your
own life and in what sense they could be said to be “empty.”

Remember, to regard something as “empty” does not mean it doesn’t exist at
all. Suffering — yours and others’ — does exist, but only dependently and not
independently.

So what do your problems really depend on? To what extent do you think
such difficulties depend on people, experiences, or situations outside your
control, and to what extent can they be said to depend on your
interpretations of them and your attitudes toward them?



Class Four: The Mantra of the Perfection of Wisdom

The Heart Sutra, cont.
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tasmacchariputra apraptitvena bodhisattvanarm prajiaparamitamasritya viharati
cittavaranah | cittavarananastitvadatrasto viparyasatikranto nisthanirvanah |

Therefore, Shariputra, because there is nothing that bodhisattvas have
attained, by relying on the perfection of wisdom one removes the
obscurations of the mind. When there are no obscurations of the mind,
there is no fear. Such a person goes beyond error and is in nirvana.
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tryadhvavyasthita sarvabuddhah prajiaparamitamasrityanuttararm
samyaksambodhimabhisambuddhah |

All the Buddhas of the past, present, and future, relying on the
perfection of wisdom, are fully awakened to the highest state of
complete enlightenment.
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'samasamamantrah sarvaduhkhaprasamanamantrah satyamamithyatvat
prajiiaparamitayamukto mantrah | tadyathal

And so there is a great perfection of wisdom mantra you should know, a
mantra of great knowledge, an unsurpassed mantra, a mantra that is
equal to what has no equal, a mantra that puts an end to all suffering, a
mantra of the perfection of wisdom that, because it is true, has been
truly spoken. It goes like this:
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gate gate paragate parasangate bodhi svaha ||
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evarm $ariputra gambhirayam prajfiaparamitayarn caryayar Siksitavyarm
bodhisattvena |

And this, Shariputra, is what a bodhisattva would need to learn about
the practice of the profound, the perfection of wisdom.”
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atha khalu bhagavan tasmat samadhervyutthayaryavalokiteSvarasya

bodhisattvasya mahasattvasya sadhukaramadat | sadhu sadhu kulaputra
evametatkulaputra | evametadgambhirayam prajfiaparamitayarm caryar
cartavyarh yatha tvaya nirdistamanumodye sarvatathagatairarhadbhih
samyaksambuddhaih |

And then the Lord came out of that meditation and bestowed his
blessing upon Avalokiteshvara, the bodhisattva, the Great Being: “Well
done! Well done, son of a good lineage! That is just how it is, o son of a
good lineage. That is just how it is. What you’ve taught about what is to

be practiced in the practice of the profound, the perfection of wisdom,
pleases me and all Those Who Have Found Reality, all the Realized
Beings, all the Fully Awakened Ones.”
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idamavocadbhagavananandamana ayusmafichariputra aryavalokite§varasca

bodhisattvo mahasattvah sa ca sarvavati parsatsadevamanusasuragandharvasca
loko bhagavato bhasitamabhyanandanniti ||

When the Lord said this, the venerable Shariputa, the Realized Being
Avalokiteshvara, the bodhisattva, the Great Being, together with the
entire assembly — made up of gods, humans, titans, and spirits — began
rejoicing, and the whole world rejoiced in what the Lord had spoken.
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Exercise for Class Four

This week, make time each day to recite the famous mantra found in the
Heart Sutra. While you are repeating these Sanskrit words, be sure to also
be thinking about what they are said to symbolize: the five “paths” on your
spiritual journey. Mentally review what characterizes each of these five
stages and to what extent you have personally had such realizations in your
own spiritual life.
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