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Editor’s Preface

Tue sHort Buddhist scripture entitled the Heart of Wisdom, the basis
of His Holiness the Dalai Lama’s teachings presented in this book,
is one of the most sacred texts of Mahayana Buddhism, the
Buddhism that traditionally flourished in India, China, Tibet, Japan,
Korea, Mongolia, Vietnam, and many regions of central Asia,
including what is today modern Afghanistan. For more than two
millennia this scripture has played an extremely important role in the
religious lives of millions of Buddhists. It has been memorized,
chanted, studied, and meditated upon by those aspiring to attain
what Mahayana Buddhism describes as the perfection of wisdom.
Even today, the chanting of this sutra can be heard in Tibetan
monasteries, where it is recited in the characteristically deep overtone
voice, 1n ]apanese Zen ternples, where the chantimg 1s done in tune
with rhythmic beating of a drum, and in Chinese and the Viet-
namese temples, where it is sung in melodious tunes.

Often referred to by its short title, the Heart Sutra, the interpreta-
tion of the subtle meaning of the various passages of this sacred text
has produced numerous commentarial treatises over the centuries. In
His Holiness’ discourse, we are brought face to face with the rich his-

tory of textual interpretation that exists in a great spiritual tradition
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like Buddhism. So richly textured is the Dalai Lama’s discourse pre-
sented here that this book effectively serves as a comprehensive intro-
duction to the central teachings of Mahayana Buddhism.
Historically, the Heart of Wisdom belongs to a well-known class of
Buddhist scriptures known as the Perfection of Wisdom sutras,
which the noted European scholar Edward Conze, who dedicated
much of his life in translating these scriptures, has suggested was
composed some time between 100 B.C.E. to 600 C.E.' On the surface,
these scriptures deal with the topic of the perfection of wisdom,
which articulates the deep insight into what Buddhists call emptiness.
However, as can be seen from both the Dalai Lama’s discourse on the
text and from the ﬁfteenth-century Tibetan commentary provided n
the appendix, there is a further, “hidden” level of meaning to the text
that pertains to the progressive stages of spiritual development even-
tually culminating in the attainment of full enlightenment. Fur-
thermore, these commentaries also demonstrate how the altruistic
intention to attain buddhahood for the benefit of all beings, which
is the fundamental motive behind a Mahayana Buddhist’s spiritual
quest, is deeply embedded in the meaning of the Heart Sutra. In other
words, the central theme of these Perfection of Wisdom sutras is
found to be a profound union of compassion and wisdom.
perhaps to a reader unfamiliar with the Mahayana tradition, it
may seem perplexing that a text such as the Heart Sutra, whose core
message is a string of negative statements, can be a source of such
deep spiritual inspiration to so many people. To dissolve this per-
plexity It 1s necessary to have some understanding of the role the
language of negation plays in these Buddhist scriptures. From its ear-
liest evolution, one of the central teachings of Buddhism has been to

gain freedom from our bondage to clinging, especially to a belief in
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some kind of enduring reality, whether it be the external world or the
internal world of one’s own personal existence. According to
Buddhism, the source of our suffering lies in a deeply embedded
tendency to grasp at enduring realities where there are none, partic-
uIarly the tendency to grasp at an enduring sense of self. It is this
grasping that gives rise to dysfunction in our interaction with our fel-
low beings and with the world around us. Since this tendency is
deeply rooted 1n the psyche, nothing short of a radical deconstruc-
tion of our naive understanding of self and world can lead us to
true spiritual freedom. The Heart Sutra’s categorical negation of the
intrinsic existence of all things, especially the five personal aggre-
gates, can be seen not only as an extension of this key Buddhist wis-
dom but in fact as a supreme example of such wisdom. This is the
key to the overwhelming veneration of this short text in the Maha-
yana Buddhist world.

In addition to being utilized for deep meditative contemplation
on emptiness, the sutra is often chanted as a means of overcoming
various factors that obstruct spiritual progress. For example, 1t 1s
customary in the Tibetan tradition to recite the sutra at the begin-
ning of every teaching session. | remember with fondness the pal-
pable sense of anticipation I used to feel as a teenager when the
Heart Sutra was recited at the large congregation of monks and lay
people attending the Dalai Lama’s teachings in Dharamsala, India in
the early 1970s. The recitation concludes with the statement “May
all obstacles be averted; may they be no more; may they be pacified,”
which 1s recited while dapping three times. The idea is that much of
what we perceive as obstacles actually stem from the deeply
ingrained clinging to our own existence and to the self-centeredness

this produces. By reflecting deeply upon the essentially empty nature
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of all things, we undercut any basis for the so-called obstacles to take
root within us. Thus meditation on emptiness, undertaken often on
the basis of reciting the Heart Sutra, is considered a powerful method
for overcoming obstacles.”

Today, I am deeply honored to serve as the translator for His
Holiness the Dalai Lama’s authoritative discourse on this sacred
Buddhist text. I feel that, in my humble role as the Dalai Lama’s
translator, I have been given a precious opportunity to be part of a
noble initiative to help enable others, especially millions of fellow
Buddhists worldwide, to appreciate the deep insights embodied in
this short sacred text.

There are many others whose role has been critical for the suc-
cess of this project. First and foremost, I would like to express my
deep admiration to His Holiness the Dalai Lama for always being
such a great exemplar of the essence of the Buddha’s teaching. I
thank the Foundation for the Preservation of Mahayana Tradition
(FPMT), especially its Spiritual Director, Ven. Zopa Rinpoche and
his center, Land of Medicine Buddha, for organizing His Holiness’
teachings in Mountain View, California, the transcripts of which
form the primary basis of this book. Supplemental material came
from a talk on the Heart Sutra given by His Holiness in 1998 spon-
sored by Three Rivers Dharma in Pittsburgh, pennsylvania. I thank
Patrick Lambelet for his initial editing, Gene Smith for locating the
Tibetan text of Jamyang Galo’s commentary, and David Kittelstrom
and Josh Bartok, editors at Wisdom Publications, whose help has
been invaluable in making the Enghsh text of this book clear and
readable. Whatever merits there might be in this endeavor, may they
help alleviate the suffering of all beings; may they help us humans
to create a more peaceful world.

Thupten Jinpa, Montreal, 2002
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CHAPTER 1

The Quest for Inner Development

TiME 15 ALWAYS moving forward. With each passing moment, begin-
ning from the instant of our birth, we come closer to the end, to our
death. That is our nature, and the nature of the universe. As spiri-
tually minded people, it is essential for us to constantly check and
examine ourselves, to see how we are living every moment of our
lives. In my own case, the major portion of my life is already gone.
But, although I am a lazy practitioner of Buddhism, I can see that
each year there is some progress in my life. Above all, I try to be a
genuine follower of Buddha Shakyamuni and a good Buddhist
monk. Of course, even Buddhist monks make mistakes in our lives
and practices, but I think I have made some contribution to this
world we share, especially to the preservation of Tibetan Buddhist
culture.

In spiritual matters, we should not allow ourselves to be too
easily content, because truly there is no limit to our spiritual poten-
tial. All of us—any of us—can develop infinitely; and any of us can
attain buddhahood. The mind we possess right now, though it may
presently be full of ignorance and suffering, can eventually become
the mind of an enlightened being, of a buddha. Where our material

possessions are concerned, finding contentment makes sense. But
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4 Essence of the Heart Sutra

since there is no limit to our spiritual potential and there is a limit
to the span of our life, we must make every effort to utilize what lit-
tle time we have as well as we possibly can with this precious human
lifetime.

In being human, we are all the same. On that level, none of us
are strangers. There are no fundamental differences between any of
us. You experience many emotions; some emotions help you, others
hinder you. The same is true for me. Within our ever-changing expe-
riences, all of us are constantly experiencing different emotions—
sometimes anger, sometimes jealousy, sometimes love, sometimes
fear. You experience many thoughts; you have the potential to ana-
lyze, to investigate the long-term and short-term prospects for your
life. The same is true of me. Within our ever-changing experiences,
we all constantly experience different perceptions—color, odor,
taste, feel, sound, even awareness itself. These things function simi-
larly in each of us.

Of course it is also possible to find differences among human
beings‘ ‘We each have individual experiences not shared by everyone.
For instance, you may have great skill with computers, while I have
none. Likewise, since I have no mathematical training, I may have
great difficulty with certain things that come quite easily to you.
But these kinds of differences in individual experience are minor.
You and I may hold different beliefs—about the universe, about
reality, about religion. And even within a belief, within a faith tra-
dition, for instance, there are all sorts of differences between peo-
ple. But such differences in belief, just like differences in experience,
are minor compared to our common humanity. The essential thing

is that we are all the same in being human—thinking, feeling, and
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being aware. We all share this one planet, and we are all members of
one big human family.

And I think too that some human experiences are universal. For
instance, when someone smiles at you, you feel happy. In the exact
same way, I feel happy when you smile at me. Both you and I seek
out what we think is good for us, and we avoid what we think will
harm us. This is basic human nature.

In the realm of the external material world, we are aware of what
is good for us and what harms us. Then, on the basis of this care-
ful analysis and clear knowledge, we try to create a joyful life, a suc-
cessful life, the happy life that we all know is our birthright.
Simﬂarly, in the vast realm of our thoughts and emotions, we need
careful analysis to develop clear awareness of what is harmful and
what is helpful. So we must work to increase the positive elements
of our minds and weaken the force of the negative elements. The
positive elements enhance our happiness; the negative elements
undermine it. Thus, a clear understanding of our inner world is of
the utmost importance.

Since happiness cannot be achieved through material conditions
alone, we need other means by which we can fulfill our aspirations.
All the world religions offer means for fulfilling these aspirations,
but I also believe that such means can be developed independent of
any religion or any belief. What is required 1s recognizing the
immense potential we have as human beings and learning to utilize
it. In fact, today, even in modern science, there is a growing recog-
nition of the relationship between the body and the mind and an
emerging understanding of how our mental attitudes impact our

physical health and well-being.
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One very important faculty that we human beings have at our
disposal to help find happiness and overcome suffering is our intel-
ligence. Our intelligence can help us overcome suffering and find
happiness, but our inte]ligence can also cause problems. Using our
inteﬂigence, we build homes and grow food, but through our intel-
ligence we also create anxiety and fear. Our intelligence gives us the
ability to remember the past, and it allows us to envision possibili-
ties for the future—Dboth good ones and bad. We cannot truly over-
come unhappiness by physical comfort alone; ultimately, the
unhappiness created by human intelligence can only be alleviated by
intelligence itself. Therefore, using our intelligence appropriately is
essential.

To do this, we must conjoin our intelligence to a warm, open
heart. We must bring to our rationality a sense of compassion, of
caring for one another, of sharing. These mental qualities transform
our intelligence into a powerful positive force. The mind becomes
broader and more spacious, and even when unfortunate incidents
happen, the effect on our composure 18 minimal. We are able to care
about the well-being of others and not just ourselves. In fact, as
human beings, we are by nature social animals, and our happiness
and even survival depend upon our interaction and cooperation. So
when positive emotions guide inteﬂigence, it become constructive.
The warm, compassionate heart is the basis for peace of mind, with-
out which the mind will always be uncomfortable and disturbed.

Anger and hatred, they destroy our inner peace. Compassion,
forgiveness, a sense of brotherhood and sisterhood, contentment,
self-discipline, these are the basis of peace—Dboth external peace
and inner mental peace. Only through strengthening these inner

good qualities can a genuine, lasting peace develop. This is what I
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mean by spiritual development. I sometimes also describe this as
inner disarmament. In fact, in all levels of our existence—family
life, social life, working life, and political life—inner disarmament

is, above all, what humanity needs.
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CHAPTER 2

Religion in Today’s World

Many TeacHINGS, MaNy PaTHs

FINDING TRUE FULFILLMENT does not depend on following any par-
ticular religion or holding any particular belief. Many people do,
however, look for fulfillment within religious practice or faith. When
we remain isolated from one another we sometimes get distorted
pictures of traditions or beliefs other than the ones we ourselves
happen to uphold; in other words, we may mistakenly believe our
own religion is somehow the only valid one. In fact, before I left
Tibet and had close contact with other religions and other religious
leaders, I myself held such views! But ultimately, I have come to see
that all traditions have great potential and can play a very important
role in benefiting humanity. All the world religions contain tools to
address our basic aspiration to overcome suffering and increase hap-
piness. In this chapter, we'll examine these tools.

Some religions have sophisticated philosophical analyses; some
have extensive ethical teachings; some place a greater emphasis on
faith. If we observe the teachings of the world’s major faith tradi-
tions, however, we can discern two main dimensions of religion.

One is what could be called the metaphysical or philosophical
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dimension, which explains why we are the way we are and why cer-
tain religious practices are prescribed. The second dimension per-
tains to the practice of morality or ethical discipline. One could say
that the ethical teachings of a faith tradition are the conclusions
supported and validated by the process of the metaphysical or
philosophical thinking. Although the world’s religions differ widely
in terms of metaphysics and philosophy, the conclusions these dif-
fering phﬂosophies arrive at—that 1s, their ethical teachings—
show a high degree of convergence. In this sense, we can say that
regardless of whatever metaphysical explanations religious tradi-
tions employ, they all reach similar conclusions. In some form or
other, the philosophies of all world religions emphasize love, com-
passion, tolerance, forgiveness, and the importance of self-
discipline. Through interfaith and interpersonal communication,
sharing, and respect, we can learn to appreciate the valuable qual-
ities taught by all religions, and the ways in which all religions can
benefit humanity.

Within each path, we can find people who are truly dedicated
to the welfare of others out of a deep sense of compassion and
love. Over the past few decades, I've met quite a number of people
from many different traditions—Christians, Hindus, Muslims, and
Jews. And within every tradition, one finds wonderful, warm-
hearted, sensible people—people like Mother Teresa, who com-
pletely dedicated her life to the well-being of the poorest of the
world’s poor, and Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr., who dedicated his
life to the peaceful struggle for equality. Clearly, all traditions have
the power to bring out the best in human potential. Yet different

traditions use different approaches.
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Now, we may ask, “Why is this so> Why is there such meta-
physical and philosophical diversity among the world’s religions?”
Such diversity can be found not only among different religions but
also within religions as well. Even within Buddhism—even within
the teachings of Buddha Shakyamuni himself—there 1s a great
diversity of teachings. In Buddha'’s more philosophical teachings,
we find this diversity to be most pronounced; in some cases, the
teachings seem even to contradict each other!

This points, I think, to one of the most important truths about
spiritual teachings: spiritual teachings must be appropriate to the
individual being taught. The Buddha recognized among his follow-
ers a diversity of mental dispositions, spiritual inclinations, and
interests, and saw that in order to suit this diversity he had to teach
differently in different contexts. No matter how powerful a partic-
ular teaching may be or how “correct” a philosophical view may be,
if it is not suitable to the individual hearing it, it has no value. A
skillful spiritual teacher will thus judge the appropriateness of a
given teaching for a given individual and teach accordingly.

We can draw an analogy to the use of medicine. Antibiotics,
for instance, are immensely powerful; they are immensely valuable
in treating a wide variety of diseases—but they are useless in treat-
ing a broken leg. A broken leg must be properly set in a cast. Fur-
thermore, even in cases where antibiotics are indeed the
appropriate treatment, if a doctor were to give an infant the same
amount of medicine as she would a fully grown man, the child
rnight well die!

In the same way, we can see that the Buddha himself—Dbecause

he recognized the diversity of mental dispositions, interests, and
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mental capabilities of his followers—gave diverse teachings. Look-
ing at all the world’s religions in this light, I feel a deep conviction
that all of the traditions are beneficial, each of them uniquely serv-
ing the needs of their followers.

Let’s look at the similarities another way. Not all religions
posit the existence of God, of a creator; but those that do empha-
size that the devout should love God with all their heart. How
might we determine whether someone loves God sincerely? Surely,
we would examine that person’s behavior and attitude toward fel-
low human beings, toward the rest of God’s creation. If someone
shows genuine love and compassion toward fellow human broth-
ers and sisters, and toward the Earth itself, then I think we can be
sure that that person truly demonstrates love for God. It’s clear
that when someone really respects God’s message, they emulate
God’s love for humanity. Conversely, I believe that the faith of
someone someone who professes belief in God and yet shows no
love or compassion toward other human beings is highly ques-
tionable. When we look in these ways, we see that genuine faith in
God 1s a powerful way to develop the positive human qualities of
love and compassion.

Let’s look at another differing aspect of world religions: belief
in a previous life or a next life. Not all religions assert the existence
of these things. Some, like Christianity, acknowledge a next life,
perhaps in heaven or in hell, but not a previous one. According to
the Christian view, this life, the present life right now, has been
created directly by God. I can well imagine that if we really believe
this sincerely, it would grant a feeling of deep intimacy with God.
Surely, being aware that our very lives are God’s creation, we would

develop a profound reverence for God and the wish to live our lives
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thoroughly in accord with God’s intentions, thereby actualizing our
highest human potential.

Other religions or people may emphasize that we are each
responsible for everything we create in our lives. This kind of faith
can also be very effective in helping actualize our potential for good-
ness, for it requires that individuals take total responsibility for their
lives, with all the consequences resting on their own shoulders. Peo-
ple who genuinely think in this way will become more disciplined,
and take on full responsibility for practicing compassion and love. So

while the approach is different, the result is more or less the same.

MamnTtaining ONE's OwnN TRADITION

When I reflect in this way, my admiration for the world’s great spir-
itual traditions increases, and I can deeply appreciate their value. It’s
clear that these religions have served the spiritual needs of millions
of people in the past, continue to do so at present, and will continue
to do so in the future. Realizing this, I encourage people to main-
tain their spiritual tradition, even if they choose to learn from oth-
ers, like Buddhism, as well. Changing one’s religion is a serious
matter, and it should not be taken lightly. Given that different reli-
gious traditions evolved in accordance with specific historical, cul-
tural, and social contexts, a particular tradition may be more suitable
to a particular person in a particular environment. Only the indi-
vidual knows which religion is most suitable for him or her. It is
therefore vital not to proselytize, propagating only one’s own reli-
gion, asserting that it alone is the best one or the right one,
Because of this, when I give Buddhist teachings to Western
people of different religious backgrounds, I usually feel a little
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apprehensive. It’'s not my wish to propagate Buddhism. At the same
time, it is quite natural that out of millions of people, some may feel
that the Buddhist approach is more suitable for them, more effec-
tive for them. And even if an individual feeling this way gets to the
point where he or she is considering adopting the Buddha’s teach-
ings, it is still very important to examine those teachings and that
decision carefully. Only after thinking very deeply, examining very
thoroughly, can one reaHy determine that the Buddhist approach 1s,
in one’s own case, more suitable and effective.

Nonetheless, I think it’s better to have some kind of faith, some
kind of deeper belief, than none at all. I firmly believe that someone
who thinks only of this life and orﬂy of Worldly gain simply cannot
attain lasting satisfaction. That kind of purely materialistic approach
will not bring lasting happiness. When young and both physically and
mentally fit, an individual might feel completely self-sufficient, com-
pletely in control, and thus conclude that no deeper faith or deeper
understanding is necessary. But with time, things inevitably change;
people get sick, grow old, die. These inevitabilities, or Perhaps some
unexpected tragedy that money can't fix, may clearly point out the
limitation of this worldly view. In those cases, a spiritual approach,

such as the Buddhist one, may become more suitable.

SHArRING EacH OTHER'S TRADITIONS

In this diverse world, with its varied religious traditions, it's enor-
mously valuable for practitioners of different religions to cultivate
a genuine respect for each other’s tradition based on dialogue. At the
beginning of such a dialogue, it's important that all the participants

fully recognize not only the many areas of convergence between each
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Religion in Today’s World

These are certain fundamental aspects of simply being human
that have remained unchanged for thousands, perhaps even millions,
of years. These things are only overcome through peace of mind.
And, in some form or other, all religions deal with this. So even in
the twenty-ﬁrst century, the various religious traditions still have a
very important role—to provide us peace of mind.

We need religion in order to develop both this inner peace and
peace among the world’s peoples; that is the essential role of religion
today. And in pursuit of this goal, harmony among the different

traditions becomes essential.

LearRNING FROM OTHER TRADITIONS

Though I don't recommend that a person abandon his or her native
religion, I believe that a follower of one tradition can certainly incor-
porate into his or her own spiritual practice certain methods for
spiritual transformation found in other traditions. For example,
some of my Christian friends, while remaining deep]y committed to
their own tradition, incorporate ancient Indian methods for culti-
vating single-pointedness of mind through meditative concentra-
tion. They also borrow some tools from Buddhism for training the
mind through meditation, visualizations related to developing com-
passion, and practices that aid with increasing patience. These devout
Christians, while remaining deeply committed to their own spiri-
tual tradition, embrace aspects and methods from other teachings.
This, I think, is beneficial to them and wise.

This borrowing can function the other way around as well.
Buddhists can incorporate elements of the Christian tradition into

their practice—for instance, the tradition of community service. In
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the Christian tradition, monks and nuns have a long history of social
work, particularly in the fields of health and education. In provid-
ing service to the greater human community through social work,
Buddhism lags far behind Christianity. In fact, one of my German
friends, himself a Buddhist, told me of his observation that over
the past forty years, although many large Tibetan monasteries have
been built in Nepal, very few hospitals or schools have been built by
the monasteries. He remarked that if these monasteries were Chris-
tian, then along with an increase in the number of monasteries, there
would surely have been an increase in the number of schools and
healthcare facilities as well. A Buddhist can express nothing in
response to such a statement other than full agreement.

Buddhists can certainly learn a great deal from Christian sery-
ice. On the other hand, some among my Christian friends express a
deep interest in the Buddhist philosophy of emptiness. To these
Christian brothers and sisters, I have observed that the teaching of
emptiness—the teaching that all things are devoid of any absolute,
independent existence—is unique to Buddhism, and therefore per-
haps a deeply committed Christian practitioner might be wise not
to delve too deeply into this aspect of Buddhist teaching. The rea-
son for this caution is that if someone begins to delve deeply into
the Buddhist teaching of emptiness and truly pursues it, it can
undermine one’s faith in a creator—an absolute, independent, eter-
nal being that is, in short, not empty.

Many people profess deep reverence for both Buddhism and
Christianity, and Speciﬁcaﬂy for the teachings of Buddha Shakya-
muni and Jesus Christ. Without a doubt, it's of great value to
develop profound respect for the teachers and teachings of all world

religions; and at a certain beginning stage one can be, for instance,
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both a practicing Buddhist and a practicing Christian. But if one
pursues any path deeply enough, it eventually becomes necessary to
embrace one spiritual path together with its underlying metaphysics.

Here, we can draw an analogy to the pursuit of education. We
begin with a broad-based education; from grammar school perhaps
through college, almost everyone initially studies a similar basic cur-
riculum. But if we wish to pursue advanced training, perhaps a doc-
torate or some technical skill, we can do so only ma particular freld.
Likewise, from the point of view of the individual spiritual practi-
tioner, as one goes deeper into one’s spiritual path, practicing one
religion and one truth becomes important. So, while it is essential
that human society as a whole embrace the reality of many paths and
many truths, for an individual, it may be better to follow one path

and one truth.
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