




Heart of Wisdom 



Also by Geshe Kelsang Gyatso 

Meaningful to Behold 
Clear Light of Bliss 
Buddhism in the Tibetan Tradition: A Guide 



Heart of Wisdom 

A commentary to the Heart Sutra 

Geshe Kelsang Gyatso 

Tharpa Publications 
London 



First published 1986. 

All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced, in 
any form or by any means, except for the quotation of brief 
passages for the purpose of private study, research, criticism or 
review. 

Tharpa Publications 
15 Bendemeer Road 
London SW15 1JX 

© Geshe Kelsang Gyatso and Manjushri Institute 1985 

Cover photo: Buddha Shakyamuni, from a modern thangka 
painting by Johannes Frischknecht 

Line illustrations by Andy Weber 

British Library Cataloguing in Publication Data 

Gyatso, Geshe Kelsang 
Heart of Wisdom: A commentary to the Heart Sutra. 

1. Heart Sutra--Commentaries 
2. Mahayana Buddhism--Sacred books 
I. Title 
294.3'85 BQ1610 

ISBN 0-948006-03-X 

Design and production by 
Book Production Consultants Cambridge 
Printed and bound by The Guernsey Press Co Ltd, 
Guernsey, Channel Islands 



Contents 

List of Illustrations vi 
Preface ix 
The Text of the Essence of Wisdom Sutra xvii 

1 Introduction 1 
2 The Title and Homage 3 
3 The Background and Shariputra's Question 7 
4 The Paths of Accumulation and Preparation- (1) 17 
5 The Paths of Accumulation and Preparation- (2) 48 
6 ThePathofSeeing 85 
7 The Path of Meditation 96 
8 The Path of No-More-Learning 121 
9 The Mantra and Exhortation 129 

10 Buddha's Approval and the Promise to Practise 137 
11 Conclusion 143 
12 A Method to Overcome Hindrances 146 

No~s 1~ 

Bibliography 177 
Glossary 179 
Outline of the Text 189 
Index 193 



List of Illustrations 

Page 
xvi Buddha Shakyamuni: the renowned buddha who }..ived 

in India during the fifth and sixth centuries before 
Christ. His teachings, including the Essence of Wisdom 
Sutra, are the foundation of present-day buddhist 
practice. He is shown in the mudra of meditative 
equipoise. 

12 Shariputra: one of Buddha Shakyamuni's principal 
disciples. He has the aspect of a hinayana foe­
destroyer (Skt. arhat). 

The following are the eight principal mahayana 
disciples of Buddha Shakyamuni. Appearing in the 
form of bodhisattvas they demonstrated the correct 
manner of practising the mahayana paths and helped 
to spread Buddha's teachings for the extensive benefit 
of others. 

22 Avalokiteshvara 
37 Manjushri 
45 Vajrapani 
60 Maitreya 
73 Samantabhadra 
84 Kshitigarbha 
97 Sarvanivaranaviskambini 

110 Akashagarbha 

vi 



Page 
123 Je Tsongkhapa (1357-1419): the great revitalizer of 

buddhism in Tibet and the founder of the Gelug 
lineage. 

130 The mantra of the perfection of wisdom 
138 Je Phabongkhapa (1878-1941): one of the great lineage 

holders of recent times. He was the root guzu of 
Yongdzin Trijang Dorje Chang. 

142 Yongdzin Trijang Dorje Chang (1901-1981): the late 
Junior Tutor to His Holiness the Fourteenth Dalai 
Lama and root guru of the Author. 

158 Prajnaparamita: the female buddha who is the em­
bodiment of the resultant perfection of wisdom of fully 
enlightened beings. 

vii 



Dedication 

Through the force of composing this commentary I send 
forth the prayer that all fighting among the nations of this 
planet may immediately come to an end. May the dangers 
afflicting humankind be pacified quickly. May every 
embodied being without exception remain forever in 
peace. May the pure teachings of sutra and secret mantra 
flourish throughout the world so that all may reach the 
ultimate peace and happiness of full enlightenment. 

viii 



Preface 

This book is based on an oral commentary to the Essence 
of Wisdom Sutra (commonly known as the Heart Sutra) 
given by venerable Geshe Kelsang Gyatso at Manjushri 
Institute in Ulverston, England. In his commentary Geshe 
Kelsang provides a full and detailed explanation of the 
meaning of this sutra, one of the best known of all 
Buddha's teachings. As its name suggests, the Essence of 
Wisdom Sutra contains the essence, or heart, of the longer 
Perfection of Wisdom Sutras. This family of sutras (or 
discourses) principally reveal the ultimate nature of 
phenbmena and are held by mahayana buddhists to be 
the supreme teachings of Buddha. 

Some people may wonder what relevance these 
teachings can have in the modem world. To answer this 
we need to understand clearly what it is we and all other 
beings are striving to achieve in our lives at present. If we 
think carefully about this, we can realize that the constant 
aim of ourselves and others is to gain freedom from our 
problems and to achieve a sustained happiness. Although 
we may not consciously think in these terms, this .is the 
fundamental motivation behind all that we do. The wish 
to be free from suffering and to achieve happiness is the 
basic desire of all beings: it was at the time of Buddha an.d 
will continue to be in the future. Although the underlying 
aim of beings has not changed, many different methods 
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In order to achieve buddhahood, we need to rely on two 
main causes - wisdom and method. Wisdom, here, refers 
principally to th~ wisdom that realizes the ultimate nature 
of phenomena and method refers ·to other supporting 
practices, such as the practice of 'love and compassion. 
These two causes are sometimes likened to the two wings 
of a bird: just as a bird must rely on both its wings in 
order to fly, we must rely on both wisdom and method in 
order to travel to full enlightenment. The Perfection of 
Wisdom Sutras explicitly teach the wisdom aspect of th:e 
path to enlightenment but they also implicitly teach the 
method aspect. 

Although the Essence of Wisdom Sutra is very short, it 
presents in condensed form all the explicit and implicit 
teachings of the longer Perfection of Wisdom Sutras. It 
therefore teaches all the practices necessary to achieve the 
perfect state of buddhahood. However, because of the 

) . 
profundity of its teachings and its condensed language, 
the Essence of Wisdom Sutra is difficult to understand 
correctly without an authoritative commentary. It is 
therefore particularly auspicious that the highly qualified 
mahayana teacher, Geshe Kelsang Gyatso, has now 
offered a complete and thorough explanation of this 
famous sutra. With his commentary as the key, the 
profound and vast meaning of the sutra can be unlocked. 

Geshe Kelsang Gyatso was born in Western Tibet in 
1932. At the age of eight he was ordained as a monk and 
spent the next nineteen years studying the treatises and 
practices of both sutra and tantra. During this time he 
joined Sera College, one of the famous monastic universi­
ties near Lhasa, and studied under many of its great 
teachers. In 1959, however, the political climate created by 
the Chinese occupation of Tibet forced him to leave Tibet 
and he continued his studies and practice in India. At the 
age of forty, he was awarded the Geshe Degree by the 
new Sera College in South India. Much of his time after 
leaving Tibet was spent in meditational retreat in the 
mountains of India and Nepal. In 1977 Geshe Kelsang was 
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invited to become r~sident teacher at the Manjushri 
Institute and since taking up that position he has given 
extensive teachings on many major mahayana texts as 
well as giving numerous introductory courses. Some of 
these teachings have now been published and others are 
being prepared for publication. 

Geshe Kelsang's commentary to the Essence of Wisdom 
Sutra is in accordance with the interpretation of Je 
Tsongkhapa (1357-1419), the founder of the Gelug lineage 
of buddhism in Tibet, and is organized under traditional 
outlines, or headings. In effect, these outlines divide the 
sutra into sections, the meaning of each section being 
explained in turn. For ease of reference each outline has 
been numbered and an indexed list of outlines is given 
towards the back of the book. The division of the 
commentary into chapters is merely for convenience but 
broadly reflects the structure of the sutra. There is a long 
tradition of using the recitation of the sutra and 
contemplation of its meaning as a practice to overcome 
both internal and external hindrances to spiritual practice 
and well-being. In the final chapter Geshe Kelsang 
describes an effective method of using the sutra in this 
way. 

This book, in keeping with the original oral teachings 
given by Geshe Kelsang, is not primarily aimed at 
academic scholars but is intended for those who wish to 
gain practical benefit from a better understanding of 
Buddha's teachings. Therefore, in presenting this com­
mentary, technical details have been kept to a minimum. 
Nevertheless an extensive English-Tibetan glossary is 
provided to enable the interested reader to trace the 
Tibetan equivalent of the key English terms used. In the 
glossary and elsewhere, Tibetan expressions, apart from 
proper names, are written in a transliterated form 
following the Wylie convention. When used, Sanskrit 
terms are also written in a simple transliterated form with 
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diacritical marks omitted. The superscript numbers 
encountered in the commentary are references to notes 
presented at the back of the book giving additional details 
including some references to other works. A general index 
is also provided. 

Finally, I would like to acknowledge the contribution of 
the many people who assisted in the preparation of these 
teachings for publication. Some preliminary editing was 
carried out by Jonathan Landaw and the final edited draft 
was greatly improved as a result of suggestions made by 
Neil Elliott, Hugh Clift, Jim Belither, Charles,.Rodarmore 
and others. The transcript of the oral teachings was 
prepared by Truus Philipsen and the final manuscript 
typed by Gill Hughes. Tenzin P. Phunrabpa, the 
translator of the original oral teachings, was of invaluable 
assistance at many stages of the work. The preparation of 
this commentary for publication was carried out under 
the close guidance and inspiration of Geshe Kelsang 
himself. His unfailing kindness and profound wisdom 
demonstrate vividly the great benefits of taking these 
teachings of Buddha to heart. 

xiv 

Phillip Wood 
August 1985 
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The Text of the Essence of Wisdo1n 
Sutra 

Essence of the Perfection of Wisdom: 
the Blessed Mother 

Bhagavatiprajnaparamitahrdaya 

bCom ldan 'das ma shes rab kyi pha rol tu phyin p'ai 
snying po 

Homage to the perfection of wisdom, 
the Blessed Mother. 

Thus I have heard at one time. The Blessed One was 
dwelling in Rajagriha on Massed Vultures Mountain 
together with a great assembly of monks and a great 
assembly of bodhisattvas. At that time the Blessed One 
was absorbed in the concentration of the countless 
aspects of phenomena, called Profound Illumination. 

At that time also the Superior A valokiteshvara, the 
bodhisattva, the great being, was looking perfectly at the 
practice of the profound perfection of wisdom, looking 
perfectly at the emptiness of inherent existence also of the 
five aggregates. 

Then, through the power of Buddha, the Venerable 
Shariputra said to the Superior Avalokiteshvara, the 
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bodhisattva, the great being, 'How should a son of the 
lineage train who wishes to engage in the practice of the 
profound perfection of wisdom?' 

Thus he spoke, and the Superior Avalokiteshvara, the 
bodhisattva, the great being, replied to the Venerable 
Shariputra as follows: 

'Shariputra, whatever son or daughter of the lineage 
wishes to engage in the practice of the profound 
perfection of wisdom should look perfectly like this: 
subsequently looking perfectly and correctly at the 
emptiness of inherent existence also of the five aggre­
gates. 

'Form is empty; emptiness is form. Emptiness is not 
other than form; form also is not other than emptiness. 
Likewise, feeling, discrimination, compositional factors 
and consciousness are empty. 

'Shariputra, like this all phenomena are merely empty, 
having no characteristics. They are not produced and do 
not cease. They have no defilement and no separation 
from defilement. They have no decrease and no increase. 

'Therefore, Shariputra, in emptiness there is no form, 
no feeling, no discrimination, no compositional factors, 
no consciousness. There is no eye, no ear, no nose, no 
tongue, no body, no mind; no form, no sound, no smell, 
no taste, no tactile object, no phenomenon. There is no 
eye element and so forth up to no mind element and also 
up to no element of mental consciousness. There is no 
ignorance and no exhaustion of ignorance and so forth up 
to no ageing and death and no exhaustion of ageing and 
death. Likewise, there is no suffering, origin, cessation or 
path; no exalted wisdom, no attainment and also no non­
attainment. 

'Therefore, Shariputra, because there is no attainment, 
bodhisattvas rely on and abide in the perfection of 
wisdom; their minds have no obstructions and no fear. 
Passing utterly beyond perversity, they attain the final 
nirvana. Also all the buddhas who reside perfectly in the 
three times having relied upon the perfection of wisdom 
became manifest and complete buddhas in the state of 

xviii 



The Text of the Essence of Wisdom Sutra 

unsurpassed, perfect and complete enlightenment,. 
'Therefore, the mantra of the perfection of wisdom, the 

mantra of great knowledge, the unsurpassed mantra, the 
equal-to-the-unequalled mantra, the mantra that 
thoroughly pacifies all suffering, since it is not false, 
should be known as the truth. The mantra of the 
perfection of wisdom is proclaimed: 

tadyatha om gate gate paragate parasamgate bodhi 
svaha 

'Shariputra, a bodhisattva, a great being, should train 
in the profound perfection of wisdom like this.' 

Then the Blessed One arose from that concentration and 
said to the Superior Avalokiteshvara, the bodhisattva, the 
great being, that he had spoken well: 'Good, good, 0 son 
of the lineage. It is like that. Since it is like that, just as you 
have revealed, in that way the profound perfection of 
wisdom should be practised, and the tathagatas will also 
rejoice.' 

When the Blessed One had said this, the VeneJrable 
Shariputra, the Superior Avalokiteshvara, the bodhi­
sattva, the great being, and that entire circle of disciples as 
well as the worldly beings - gods, humans, demi-gods 
and spirits -were delighted and highly praised what: had 
been spoken by the Blessed One. 
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1 Introduction 

I feel very fortunate to have the opportunity to give this 
commentary to the Essence of Wisdom Sutra. Similarly, 
those who have the opportunity to study the meaning of 
this sutra, which is the essence of Buddha's teachings, are 
also extremely fortunate. Because of the profound nature 
of this sutra, it is possible that some people will find 
certain parts of this commentary difficult to understand. I 
shall try to explain these teachings as clearly as possible, 
to the limit of my ability, but because this sutra deals with 
emptiness - the ultimate nature of reality - we must be 
prepared to encounter some difficulties. You should try 
not to become discouraged and please do not become 
frustrated and angry! Through patient study and contem­
plation it is possible to gain a complete understanding of 
the entire sutra. As our familiarity with these teachings 
grows, so too will our understanding. 

All teachings of Buddha are either sutra or tantra 
teachings1 and thus there is not a single scripture of 
Buddha that is not one of these two. Sutra teachings are 
divided into two types: hinayana and mahayana2 sutras. 
Of these two the Essence of Wisdom Sutra belongs to the 
category of mahayana sutras. The mahayana sutras 
themselves comprise many different types of teachings, 
but the most precious and supreme are the Perfection of 
Wisdom Sutras (Skt. Prajnaparamitasutra). 

1 
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There are several Perfection of Wisdom Sutras of varying 
lengths. The most extensive of these is the One Hundred 
Thousand Stanza Perfection of Wisdom Sutra which in the 
Tibetan translation occupies twelve volumes. There is also 
a medium length sutra of twenty-five thousand stanzas in 
three volumes and a short, single-volume sutra in eight 
thousand stanzas. In addition there is an even shorter 
sutra in eight chapters of verse known as the Condensed 
Perfection of Wisdom Sutra. The Perfection of Wisdom Sutras 
explain all the stages of the paths of wisdom and method/ 
the paths which together are the means to attain full 
enlightenment or buddhahood. In particular in these 
sutras Buddha sets forth his ultimate view of the nature of 
reality and thus among sutras the Perfection of Wi$dom 
Sutras are held to be supreme. 

The Essence of Wisdom Sutra is much shorter than the 
other Perfection of Wisdom Sutras but it contains explicitly 
or implicitly the entire meaning of the longer sutras. It is 
because it contains the very essence of the perfection of 
wisdom teachings that it is known as the Essence of 
Wisdom Sutra. Through studying, contemplating and 
meditating upon this sutra we can gain a perfect 
understanding of the nature of reality; we can overcome 
hindrances and difficulties in our daily life; and finally we 
can overcome the obstacles preventing our full awaken­
ing, thereby attaining the perfect state· of buddhahood. 
We are indeed fortunate to have met these essential 
teachings of Buddha. 
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2 The Title and Homage 

The Tibetan text of the Essence of Wisdom Sutra starts wifh 
the title of the sutra and the homage paid by those who 
translated the sutra from Sanskrit. Following these is the 
main body of the sutra. This commentary contains an 
explanation of these three sections of the text plus a short 
conclusion and is given under four main headings: 

1 The meaning of the title 
2 The homage of the translators 
3 An explanation of the main body of the sutra 

26 Conclusion 

In addition, an explanation is given in the final chapter 
of how the sutra can be used as part of a practice to 
overcome obstacles affecting oneself and others. 

The meaning of the title (1) 

Essence of the Perfection of Wisdom: the Blessed: 
Mother 

This is a translation of the title of the sutra into English. In 
the Tibetan text, the title is given first in Sanskrit and then 
in Tibetan, as follows: 
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Sanskrit: Bhagavatiprajnaparamitahrdaya 

Tibetan: bCom I dan 'das ma shes rab kyi pha rol tu phyin 
p' ai snying po 

There are two main purposes in g1vmg the title in 
Sanskrit at the beginning of the Tibetan text. The first is to 
make clear that this is an authentic teaching of Buddha 
Shakyamuni himself, translated from the original Sanskrit 
and not, as some might suppose, a later composition by 
Tibetans. The second purpose is to remind us of the 
kindness of the translators. There were many translators 
of this sutra, one of the most famous being Rinchen 
Sangpo. Without their efforts to make this translation, the 
Tibetan people would not have had the opportunity to 
study and practise the profound teachings contained in 
this text. Furthermore, it is through their kindness that 
Western people can also come into contact with these 
precious teachings some two thousand five hundred 
years after the passing of Buddha. 

The meaning of the title of the sutra can be explained by 
considering each of its terms. 

The Perfection of Wisdom is a translation of the Tibetan 
shes rab kyi pha rol tu phyin pa (Skt. prajnaparamita), which 
more literally means 'wisdom gone to the other side'. The 
actual perfection of wisdom is a wisdom realizing 
emptiness that is conjoined with the mind of enlighten­
ment, or bodhichitta.4 There are two types of actual 
perfection of wisdom: causal perfection of wisdom and 
resultant perfection of wisdom. The causal perfection of 
wisdom is the wisdom realizing emptiness possessed by 
bodhisattvas.5 It is called the causal perfection of wisdom 
because it acts as the direct cause of achieving the resultant 
perfection of wisdom. The resultant perfection of wisdom 
is the wisdom truth body6 of a buddha, the buddha's 
omniscient wisdom. In addition to causal and resultant 
perfection of wisdom there is also textual perfection of 
wisdom. This is the scriptures that reveal the causal and 
resultant perfection of wisdom. The textual perfection of 
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wisdom is not the actual perfection of wisdom since it is 
not a mind realizing emptiness. It is merely given this 
name because it reveals the actual perfection of wisdom. 
The Essence of Wisdom Sutra is an example of the textual 
perfection of wisdom since it principally reveals the actual 
perfection of wisdom and explains the methods to achieve 
the wisdom truth body of a buddha. Thus, in its fuH title 
the sutra is given the name 'the perfection of wisdom', the 
name of that which it expresses. 

This sutra is called Essence because it contains in a very 
few lines the essential meaning of the much longer 
Perfection of Wisdom Sutras, such as the One Hundred 
Thousand Stanza Perfection of Wisdom Sutra. The title also 
contains the epithet the Blessed Mother. This is a 
translation of the Tibetan beam I dan 'das rna (Skt. bhagavati). 
The expression beam !dan 'das is a term that is often used to 
refer to buddhas. bCom means 'destroyer' and signifies 
that a buddha has overcome or destroyed the four maras7 

and all faults; !dan means 'possessor' and indicates that 
buddhas possess all good qualities; 'das, meaning 
'transcended', indicates that buddhas have transcended 
sorrow. It is difficult to convey this full meaning with an 
English term and in general this expression has been 
rendered as 'Blessed One'. Although be om !dan 'das 
normally refers to enlightened beings, this name is also 
given to the sutra because by relying upon the teachings 
contained in it we can achieve the final state of 
buddhahood. This is an example of a cause being given 
the name of its effect. Ma means 'mother' so the full 
expression be om !dan 'das rna has been translated as 
'Blessed Mother'. This sutra is given the name 'Mother' 
because the perfection of wisdom that it reveals is often 
called 'Mother'. In general, both emptiness and the mind 
understanding emptiness are referred to as 'Mother' 
because superior beings are born from them. A superior 
being (Skt. arya) is a person who has directly realized 
emptiness, the ultimate nature of reality. There are four 
types of superior beings: the superior hearers and 
superior solitary conquerors8 of the hinayana lineage, and 
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the superior bodhisattvas and superior buddhas of the 
mahayana lineage. In all cases, a person first becomes a 
superior being by developing a direct realization of 
emptiness. In this sense all superior beings are bom from 
emptiness and the wisdom that realizes emptiness. 

The homage of the translators (2) 

Homage to the perfection of wisdom, the Blessed 
Mother. 

Here the Tibetan translators are paying homage to the 
perfection of wisdom and to the enlightened being 
Prajnaparamita. The perfection of wisdom refers prin­
cipally to the resultant perfection of wisdom, which is the 
wisdom truth body of all the buddhas, but implicitly 
homage is paid also to the causal and textual perfection of 
wisdom. The Blessed Mother here refers to Prajnapara­
mita, the female buddha embodying the resultant 
perfection of wisdom of enlightened beings. Since the 
minds and bodies of enlightened beings are the same 
entity/ the minds of buddhas are able to manifest in 
physical form so that they can be perceived by other 
beings. When the mind that is the perfection of wisdom 
of the buddhas manifests physically, it appears as 
Prajnaparamita. The translators made this homage at the 
beginning so that their work might be completed 
successfully and be beneficial to all beings. 

6 



3 The Background and Shariputra's 
Question 

An explanation of the main body of the sutra (3) 
The main body of the Essence of Wisdom Sutra begins 

with an explanation of the circumstances, or background, 
of the sutra and then follows the discourse itself. This 
section of the commentary is, therefore, divided under 
two principal outlines: 

4 An explanation of the background to the sutra 
7 An explanation of the actual sutra 

An explanation of the background to the sutra (4) 
This is divided into two parts: 

5 The common explanation of the background 
to the sutra 

6 The uncommon explanation of the 
background to the sutra 

The common explanation of the background to the sutra (S) 

Thus I have heard at one time. The Blessed One 
was dwelling in Rajagriha on Massed Vultures 
Mountain together with a great assembly of 
monks and a great assembly of bodhisattvas. 
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This part of the explanation of the background to the 
sutra is .called the common explanation because it deals 
with aspects of the background that are easily understood 
and were commonly known by those present. Thus I have 
heard indicates that this part of the text was explicitly 
spoken by Ananda who was a close disciple of Buddha. 
After the passing away of Buddha, it was principally 
Ananda who collected Buddha's words and passed on his 
teachings to others. Although the explanation of the 
background was not spoken by Buddha, these words are 
nevertheless considered to be the word of Buddha, since 
Buddha himself blessed the mental continuum of Ananda 
and gave him permission to say this. 

It is the general practice at the beginning of more 
extensive sutras to present a detailed background of the 
sutra. In this case the background is greatly abbreviated, 
but nevertheless contains the following four points: 

1. the speaker of the sutra 
2. the time that the sutra was delivered 
3. the place where the sutra was delivered 
4. to whom the sutra was spoken 

1. the speaker of the sutra 
The Blessed One here refers to Buddha Shakyamuni. It 

was he who effectively delivered this sutra, as will be 
explained later. 

It is very helpful to study a detailed account of the life 
and deeds of Buddha Shakyamuni, but here only a brief 
explanation will be given of his life up to the time of this 
sutra. 

From the point of view of appearances to ordinary 
people, Shakyamuni achieved enlightenment under the 
Bodhi Tree in Bodh Gaya, India, about two thousand five 
hundred years ago. In fact, at that time he was demon­
strating to other how buddhahood is achieved, having 
already attained full enlightenment himself many aeons 
previously in the pure land known as Adorned with Peace 
and Flowers. There he achieved buddhahood in the form 
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of the enjoyment body10 having the name Buddha 
Munivairochana. Having achieved this state, he appeared 
in many forms in order to benefit sentient beings 
throughout the universe. For the sake of those living in 
this particular world system he manifested as the emana­
tion body11 known as Shakyamuni. 

In order to provide an example for those wishing to 
attain buddhahood themselves, Shakyamuni carried out 
the twelve major deeds 12 that are performed by all the 
buddhas who, like Shakyamuni, manifest in this world in 
the form of the supreme emanation body. 13 Like an 
ordinary being, Shakyamuni was conceived in the womb 
of Queen Mayadevi, wife of King Shuddhodana of the 
Shakyas, and took birth as Prince Siddhartha. For the first 
twenty-nine years of his life he lived in his father's 
luxurious palace. As a boy he studied the traditional arts 
and sciences, and showed complete mastery of all that he 
was taught. When he became a young man, in keeping 
with custom, he married and his wife later bore him a 
son, called Rahula. 

Then at the age of twenty-nine Siddhartha received 
many signs and predictions from the buddhas indicating 
that the time had come to abandon his life as a prince and 
to follow the spiritual path. As a result, he left the palace 
and having ordained himself as a monk, he spent the next 
six years engaged in meditation. Finally at the age of 
thirty-five he showt;d the attainment of full enlighten­
ment under the Bodhi Tree at Bodh Gaya. 

For the first seven weeks after achieving enlighten­
ment, as far as ordinary appearances are concerned, the 
Buddha gave no teachings. Then Brahma and Indra 14 

appeared to him and explained that sentient beings were 
wandering from life to life like blind men unable to see 
the path that leads from suffering, sooner or later taking 
rebirth in the lower realms. Realizing that Buddha could 
not bear the suffering of others, they requested him to 
arise from his meditative concentration and reveal his 
teachings to others. 

Having been entreated in this way, Buddha travelled to 
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the Deer Park at Sarnath, near Varanasi, and there gave 
his ·first discourse, thereby turning the first wheel of 
dharma. 15 At this time he taught the four noble truths and 
through these teachings his first five disciples and many 
others achieved personal liberation, becoming foe­
destroyers. 16 

Thereafter Buddha travelled widely, expounding teach­
ings of both the hinayana and mahayana traditions. 
When he was fifty-seven years old, while he was in the 
city of Vaishali, he was challenged by six major non­
buddhist teachers. As a result of demonstrating his 
extensive miracle powers, Buddha overwhelmed his 
challengers and many of their followers became his 
disciples. In this way he was able to turn the minds of 
many thousands of beings towards the dharma and lead 
them to the state of enlightenment. After demonstrating 
his powers at Vaishali, Buddha travelled to Rajagriha, and 
it was near that town that he expounded the Perfection of 
Wisdom Sutras. 

2. the time that the sutra was delivered 
At one time: this refers to the period after Buddha had 

travelled to Rajagriha from Vaishali having given the 
extensive demonstration of miracle powers mentioned 
above. Buddha was therefore about fifty-seven years old 
when he delivered this sutra. 

3. the place where the sutra was delivered 
Was dwelling in Rajagriha on Massed Vultures Moun­

tain: this sutra as well as the longer Perfection of Wisdom 
Sutras, was delivered while Buddha Shakyamuni was 
staying near Rajagriha, which is in the present day Bihar 
province of India, quite near to Bodh Gaya. The precise 
location of the discourse was a hill known as Massed 
Vultures Mountain (Skt. Gridhrakutaparvata). 

When Buddha was expounding the Perfection of Wisdom 
Sutras, many bodhisattvas from various world systems 
came to listen, manifesting in the form of vultures. To the 
eyes of ordinary people, it appeared that the mountain 
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was covered in a vast flock of vultures, and as a resullt the 
mountain became known as Massed Vultures Mountain. 
This is one of several interpretations of the origin of this 
name. 

4. to whom the sutra was spoken 
Together with a great assembly of monks and a great 

assembly of bodhisattvas: since Buddha was giving 
mahayana discourses during his time on Massed Vultures 
Mountain, his circle of followers included not only a great 
number of monks (Skt. bhikshu) such as Shariputra, 
Subhuti and so forth, but also a great number of 
bodhisattvas, such as Avalokiteshvara and Maitreya. 

The uncommon explanation of the background to the sutra (6) 

At that time the Blessed One was absorbed in tht~ 
concentration of the countless aspects of phen·· 
omena, called Profound Illumination. 

At that time also the Superior A valokiteshvara, 
the bodhisattva, the great being, was looking 
perfectly at the practice of the profound perfec·· 
tion of wisdom, looking perfectly at the empti· 
ness of inherent existence also of the fiv~~ 
aggregates. 

This part of the background to the sutra is called the 
uncommon explanation because it explains aspects of the 
circumstances of the sutra that were not commonly 
known by those present. 

At the time of the sutra, which was during his stay on 
Massed Vultures Mountain, Buddha was absorbed in a 
state of meditative concentration on the emptiness, or 
ultimate nature, of the countless aspects of all phenom­
ena. This meditative concentration is called Profound 
Illumination because while Buddha's mind was focussed 
single-pointedly on the profound object, emptiness, his 
body radiated a vast amount of brilliant light, filling the 
entire world. The light purified the environment and 
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sentient beings' minds and caused the seeds of the paths 
to liberation and full enlightenment to ripen in their 
minds. Only those beings with sufficiently pure minds 
were able to perceive that Buddha was engaged in this 
practice and emanating light in this way. That is why this 
part of the background is included in the uncommon 
explanation. 

There was another reason that Buddha radiated light 
in this way. When profound discourses such as the 
Perfection of Wisdom Sutras were being given, a vast host 
of gods from the desire and form realms 17 also came to 
listen. These gods have bodies that radiate light and from 
their point of view humans are stunted, bad-smelling and 
toad-like. Therefore, when these celestial beings took 
their places about Massed Vultures Mountain their minds 
were filled with haughtiness and pride. Having such 
pride is a great obstacle to receiving benefit from spiritual 
teachings and so in order to deflate their pride Buddha 
radiated brilliant light from his own body. His body 
outshone those of the gods like the sun outshines the light 
of fireflies. Through this display the gods were humbled 
and their minds became receptive to Buddha's teachings. 

While Buddha was absorbed in concentration, A valo­
kiteshvara was meditating on the profound view of 
emptiness. In the text it states specifically that Avalokite­
shvara was observing how the five aggregates18 are empty 
of inherent existence, but the presence of the word 'also' 
implies that Avalokiteshvara had also looked at the 
emptiness of inherent existence of the self, or person. 
What is meant by emptiness of inherent existence will be 
explained in the next chapter. 

The special qualities of Avalokiteshvara are indicated 
by the references to him as the Superior Avalokiteshvara, 
the bodhisattva, the great being. He is given the title 
'Superior' because he has realized emptiness directly and 
is thus a superior being. Avalokiteshvara is also a 
bodhisattva, a person who is continuously and spontane­
ously motivated by the ml.nd of enlightenment (Skt. 
bodhichitta). Someone who has developed this motivation 
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has thereby entered the mahayana path. The mind of 
enlightenment has two principal aspirations: the wish to 
benefit and bring happiness to all sentient beings without 
exception and the wish to achieve the state of buddha­
hood in order to be most able to accomplish the first 
aspiration. A bodhisattva is therefore someone who is 
principally motivated by these two wishes. Avalokite­
shvara is worthy to be called a 'great being' (Skt. 
mahasattva) because, being a bodhisattva, he works with 
great courage and energy solely for the benefit and 
welfare of others. 

Although he assumed the form of a bodhisattva disciple 
of Buddha Shakyamuni, Avalokiteshvara had already 
achieved full enlightenment many aeons previously. The 
same is also true of Manjushri, Vajrapani, Samanta­
bhadra, Maitreya and the other principal mahayana 
followers of Shakyamuni. Although they were in essence 
buddhas themselves, they demonstrated the correct man­
ner ofbeing a bodhisattva disciple, and helped to spread 
the teachings of Buddha Shakyamuni in order to benefit 
others extensively. 

An explanation of the actual sutra (7) 
The part of the text considered so far g1vmg the 

background to the actual discourse is omitted from some 
shorter versions of the sutra. The remaining part of the 
text contains the actual sutra and is explained in four 
parts: 

8 The question of Shariputra 
9 The answers by A valokiteshvara 

24 The approval of the answers by Buddha 
25 The followers are pleased and take the 

teachings to heart 

The question of Shariputra (8) 

14 

Then, through the power of Buddha, the 
Venerable Shariputra said to the Superior 
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A valokiteshvara, the bodhisattva, the great 
being, 'How should a son of the lineage train 
who wishes to engage in the practice of the· 
profound perfection of wisdom?' 

This part of the sutra consists of a question by 
Shariputra addressed to A valokiteshvara. While Buddha 
was absorbed in the meditative concentration called 
Profound Illumination, he blessed the minds of Shari­
putra and Avalokiteshvara so that Shariputra was in­
spired to ask his question and A valokiteshvara was 
inspired to give his answers. Therefore, since both 
disciples spoke through the power and inspiration of 
Buddha, the entire sutra is correctly consider~d to be the 
word of Buddha. 

If something is the word of Buddha, it is not necessarily 
spoken through the mouth of Buddha. For example, in 
some sutras Buddha gave teachings through his crown 
protrusion, and in one sutra, through the power of 
Buddha, even the wind moving the branches of a tree 
gave rise to words of dharma. Those sutras as well as this 
present sutra are the authentic word of Buddha, because 
they arose through Buddha's power and inspiration. 

Shariputra was one of the main disciples of Shakya­
muni, having a very special relationship with him from 
previous lives. From the point of view bf ordinary 
appearances, he was a hearer foe-destroyer of. the hina­
yana lineage. 

In Shariputra's question, 'son of the lineage' refers to 
someone who has entered the mahayana lineage. A 
person enters the mahayana lineage by developing the 
mind of great compassion, 19 so Shariputra is referring to 
someone who has cultivated this mind. Although Shari­
putra refers only to 'son' of the lineage in his question, 
'daughter' of the lineage is also implied, and is expn~ssed 
explicitly in the answer given by Avalokiteshvara. In­
deed, some texts also contain the word 'daughter' at this 
point. 

Here, the phrase 'the practice of the profound perfection 
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of wisdom' refers to emptiness. In effect, emptiness 
is being called profound, the perfection of wisdom, and 
the object to be practised. Emptiness is called profound 
because if we realize emptiness we shall be able to 
accomplish the great purpose of attaining liberation from 
cyclic existence. 20 Emptiness is called the perfection of 
wisdom because emptiness is the main object of the 
actual perfection of wisdom. Emptiness is also called the 
object to be practised because the practice of emptiness is 
indispensable if we wish to attain liberation. Without the 
complete realization of emptiness we cannot achieve even 
the liberation of a hinayana hearer, and certainly without 
this realization we cannot achieve the final attainment of 
buddhahood. 

The meaning of Shariputra's question is therefore, 
'How should someone who has developed great com­
passion train, if he or she wishes to engage in the practice 
of emptiness?' 
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4 The Paths of Accumulation and 
Preparation - (1) 

The answers by Avalokiteshvara (9) 
The next section of the sutra consists of the answers 

given by Avalokiteshvara to the question of Shariputra. 
This section is divided into three: 

10 The answer intended for those with minds of 
lower faculties 

22 The answer intended for those with minds of 
higher faculties 

23 The exhortation to practise the perfection of 
wisdom 

The answer intended for those with minds of lower 
faculties (10) 

The parts of Avalokiteshvara's answer included in this 
outline are more explicit and easier to understand than 
the later part of his answer intended for those with higher 
faculties. Nevertheless, his answer reveals very subtle and 
profound meanings, and is not easily understood without 
a commentary and careful study. 

Avalokiteshvara's answers to Shariputra's question 
explain how to practise the perfection of wisdom in 
relation to the five mahayana paths. Therefore at this 
point it will be helpful to consider the meaning of paths in 
general and the five mahayana paths in particular. 
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In general paths are of two types- external and internal. 
We are all familiar with external paths. These lead from 
one external place to another and we can easily under­
stand them by consulting maps and so forth. Internal 
paths, on the other hand, are types of mind and are much 
more difficult to understand. Although internal paths are 
minds, they are called paths because they lead to 
particular destinations, or effects. Those types of mind that 
lead to rebirth in cyclic existence are mundane paths. 
Some of these paths are non-virtuous leading to rebirth in 
the three lower realms and others are virtuous leading to 
rebirth in the three higher realms. 21 Minds that lead to 
complete liberation from cyclic existence are supra­
mundane paths and can be divided into hinayana paths, 
which lead to personal liberation, and mahayana paths, 
which lead to the full enlightenment of buddhahood. 
Hinayana paths include the five paths of the solitary 
conqueror and the five paths of the hearer. Similarly, 
there are five mahayana paths: the mahayana paths of 
accumulation, preparation, seeing, meditation and no­
more-learning. These five mahayana paths are minds that 
lead progressively to the attainment of full enlightenment, 
the fifth mahayana path being the fully enlightened mind 
itself. The way to enter the mahayana paths and to 
progress from path to path will be described in the course 
of this commentary. 

Avalokiteshvara's explanation of how to practise the 
perfection of wisdom in relation to the five mahayana 
paths is divided into five sections: 

18 

11 A brief explanation of how to practise the 
perfection of wisdom on the paths of 
accumulation and preparation 

12 An extensive explanation of how to practise 
the perfection of wisdom on the paths of 
accumulation and preparation 

19 An explanation of how to practise the 
perfection of wisdom on the path of 
seeing 
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20 An explanation of how to practise the 
perfection of wisdom on the path of 
meditation 

21 The way to attain the path of no-more-learning 

A brief explanation of how to practise the perfection of 
wisdom on the paths of accumulation and preparation (11) 

Thus he spoke, and the Superior A valokite·· 
shvara, the bodhisattva, the great being,. 
replied to the Venerable Shariputra as follows: 

'Shariputra, whatever son or daughter of thE! 
lineage wishes to engage in the practice of thE! 
profound perfection of wisdom should look 
perfectly like this: subsequently looking per·· 
fectly and correctly at the emptiness of inherenlt 
existence also of the five aggregates.' 

After Shariputra had asked his question, Avalokite­
shvara was inspired through the power of Buddha to 
deliver his answer. In his reply, Avalokiteshvara refers to 
'whatever son or daughter of the lineage wishes to engage 
in the practice of the profound perfection of wisdom'. The 
wording echoes the question of Shariputra, but here 
daughter of the lineage is included explicitly, making it 
clear that the advice that-follows applies to both male and 
female practitioners. A valokiteshvara' s advice is tha.t the 
practitioner 'should look ... at the emptiness of inh,erent 
existence also of the five aggregates'. 

The five aggregates, which are discussed more fully 
under the next outline, are categories into which all 
impermanent phenomena22 can be divided, and in parti­
cular the constituents of a person can be divided into 
these five aggregates. The emptiness of inherent existence 
of the five aggregates is the aggregates' ultimate nature, 
since ultimately the five aggregates lack, or are emplty of, 
inherent existence. The meaning of emptiness and inher­
ent existence are explained later in this chapter. 

The presence of the word 'also' in A valokiteshvara' s 
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answer implies that a son or daughter of the lineage 
should also look perfectly at the emptiness of inherent 
existence of the person, or self. Each living being can be 
considered as an individual person and this person who is 
composed of five aggregates is also, like the aggregates 
themselves, empty of. inherent existence. 

A valokiteshvara describes the manner in which we 
should look at the emptiness of inherent existence of the 
five aggregates as 'perfectly like this: subsequently 
looking perfectly and correctly'. Here the word 'subse­
quently' has great meaning. It indicates that the mind 
with which we should first understand emptiness is an 
Lnference, the Tibetan expression for an inference being 
rendered more literally as 'subsequent realization'. 23 

An inference is a type of valid mind, or valid cognizer, a 
valid cognizer being a mind that realizes its object non­
deceptively. Such a mind will never deceive us with 
respect to the object it ascertains. There are two types of 
valid cognizers: inferential valid cognizers and direct 
valid cognizers. They are distinguished by the fact that an 
inferential valid cognizer relies upon a sign, or reason, to 
know its object, whereas a direct valid cognizer knows its 
object directly without the need to rely upon a reason. 

We have a lot of experience of direct valid cognizers, as 
this category of mind includes all valid sense conscious­
ness. For example, the eye consciousness that correctly 
ascertains this book is a direct valid cognizer since it 
ascertains the book directly without any reasoning. Infer­
ential valid cognizers are less common but they are an 
important form of understanding. We can consider a 
simple example. When we see smoke rising from the 
chimney of a house we may develop the certainty that a 
fire has been lit in that house. We cannot see the fire 
directly,. but using the presence of the smoke as a sign, or 
reason, we know without a doubt that there is (or has 
been) aJire. Therefore, smoke is a correct sign indicating 
the existence of fire, and the mind that realizes the 
existence of fire in dependence upon this sign is an 
inferential valid cognizer. Also, we can sometimes know 
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that a person is unhappy by seeing him or her crying. 
Although we cannot see the person's state of mind· 
directly, we develop an inference that knows the person is 
unhappy by using the outward behaviour as a sign .. Since 
an inference depends upon a reason, we must first 
develop a realization of the reason before we can generate 
the inference, which is why the Tibetan expression for an 
inference is more literally 'subsequent realization'. For 
example, we must first see smoke and then subsequently 
we can develop the inference that realizes there is a fire. 

Not all minds are valid cognizers since not all minds 
know their object non-deceptively. For example, a tree 
stump at dusk may appear to our eye consciousness as a 
person, but this mind is not a valid mind and deceives us. 
Also a child may develop the thought that certain berries 
are good to eat because they are black and shiny. This 
thought is similar to an inference but it is not a valid mind 
because the reason used is not correct. The resulting mind 
is deceptive and could even lead to the child's death. 

If we wish to gain faultless knowledge of a phenom­
enon, we must know that phenomenon with a valid 
cognizer. There are many phenomena we can know 
immediately by direct valid cognizers simply by seeing 
them, hearing them, smelling them and so forth. Such 
objects are called manifest objects. Other phenomena 
such as atoms and events that occurred before our birth 
are hidden objects for us. At present we cannot gain 
knowledge of these phenomena directly, but, neverthe­
less, we can know them correctly by inferential valid 
cognizers in dependence upon signs, or reasons. Like­
wise, emptiness is a hidden object and initially cannot be 
realized directly. First we must gain a correct understand­
ing of the reasons that indicate emptiness and then 
subsequently through contemplating these reasons we can 
gain an inferential realization of emptiness. 

This section of the sutra therefore explains briefly how 
to practise the perfection of wisdom by generating an 
inferential realization of emptiness. Among those who 
have entered the mahayana path, only those on the 
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mahayana paths of accumulation and preparation realize 
emptiness inferentially in this way since practitioners on 
higher paths realize emptiness directly by means of a 
non-conceptual mind. Thus, the answer given by Avalo­
kiteshvara in this section of the sutra explains the practice 
of the perfection of wisdom on the mahayana paths of 
accumulation and preparation. 

We enter the mahayana path of accumulation, the first 
of the five paths, when we develop the non-fabricated 
mind of enlightenment, 24 or bodhichitta, and thereby 
become a bodhisattva. Although bodhisattvas on both the 
path of accumulation and the second path, the path of 
preparation, realize emptiness with inferential valid 
cognizers, there is a difference in the strength o:f their 
realizations of emptiness. This can be understood in 
terms of the three wisdoms. 

Inferential cognizers realizing emptiness have the 
nature of wisdom, and can be of three types: wisdom 
arisen from hearing, wisdom arisen from contemplation 
and wisdom arisen from meditation. The first of these, the 
wisdom arisen from hearing, is an inference realizing 
emptiness that arises in dependence principally upon 
reasons that are established and explained by others. If 
we have very strong imprints from previous lives, it is 
possible to realize emptiness without receiving instruc­
tions from others in this life but generally we all need to 
hear or read teachings on emptiness before we can gain a 
realization of it. Therefore for most people the mind that 
first realizes emptiness is a wisdom arisen from hearing. 
After having realized emptiness in this way, if we 
continue to contemplate and meditate, we can gain a more 
powerful realization of emptiness in dependence upon 
reasons established though our own contemplation. This 
is a wisdom arisen from contemplation. Having deyel­
oped this, if we continue to meditate on emptiness, we 
gain a special valid experience of emptiness through the 
power of meditation. This special understanding is a 
wisdom arisen from meditation. Although these three 
wisdoms all realize the same object, emptiness, there is a 
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.difference in their strength and how they arise. The 
wisdom arisen from meditation is more powerful than the 
wisdom arisen from contemplation, which in turn is more 
:powerful than the wisdom arisen from hearing. 

Bodhisattvas on the path of accumulation improve their 
realization of emptiness by depending principally on 
wisdom arisen from hearing and wisdom arisen from 
contemplation. Bodhisattvas on that path have already 
attained tranquil abiding25 - a very supple, single-pointed 
concentration - since without tranquil abiding it is not 
possible to achieve the perfect, non-fabricated mind of 
-enlightenment that is the gateway to the mahayana paths. 
By meditating on emptiness with their tranquil abiding 
concentration, bodhisattvas on the path of accumulation 
are able to generate the wisdoms arisen from hearing and 
contemplation observing emptiness, but they are not able 
to generate the wisdom arisen from meditation observing 
emptiness. This last wisdom is the mind of superior 
·seeing observing emptiness and is not possessed by 
rbodhisattvas on the path of accumulation. 

Superior seeing observing emptine$s develops out of 
the experience of meditating on emptiness with tranquil 
abiding. It is attained when the meditator achieves a 
special suppleness induced by wisdom. The mind of 
superior seeing can investigate emptiness while at the 
same time the mind remains in single-pointed concentra­
tion on emptiness. Just as a small fish can swim in a still 
lake without disturbing the surface of the water, the mind 
of superior seeing can investigate emptiness without 
disturbing the concentration of tranquil abiding on 
emptiness. 

The moment that a bodhisattva achieves superior 
seeing observing emptiness he or she has at that very 
moment att~ined the mahayana path of preparation and 
thus superior seeing observing emptiness is possessed by 
a bodhisattva on the path of preparation but not by a 
bodhisattva on the path of accumulation. Having attained 
the path of preparation, bodhisattvas continue to enhance 
their practice of the perfection of wisdom by depending 
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upon superior seeing observing emptiness, this being the 
wisdom arisen from meditation observing emptiness. 
Thus, although bodhisattvas on both the paths of 
accumulation and preparation realize emptiness by means 
of inferential cognizers, there are differences in the type of 
wisdom that observes emptiness on these two paths. 

In summary, this part of Avalokiteshvara's answer 
explains that if we are a mahayana practitioner wishing to 
develop the perfection of wisdom, we should meditate on 
the emptiness of inherent existence of the five aggregates 
and of persons. While on the path of accumulation we 
should enhance our understanding of emptiness by 
relying principally upon the wisdoms arisen from hearing 
and contemplation. By strengthening our experience of 
emptiness we shall develop superior seeing observing 
emptiness and progress to the path of preparation. On 
this path we should continue to meditate on emptiness in 
reliance upon the wisdom arisen from meditation. 

An extensive explanation of how to practise the perfection of 
wisdom on the paths of accumulation and preparation (12) 

In the previous section of the sutra, A valokiteshvara 
gave a brief explanation of how to practise the perfection of 
wisdom while on the mahayana paths of accumulation and 
preparation. The next part of his answer explains this 
practice in more detail, and is considered under two 
outlines: 

13 The meditation on the four profundities of 
the aggregate of form 

18 The meditation on the four profundities of 
the aggregates of feeling, etc. 

The meditation on the four profundities of the aggregate of 
form (13) 

Avalokiteshvara presents first the four profundities of 
form. The four profundities are: 
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1. the profundity of the ultimate 
2. the profundity of the conventional 
3. the profunditiy of the two truths being the 

same entity 
4. the profundity of the two truths being 

nominally distinct 

This part of his answer is therefore discussed under four 
outlines: 

14 The meditation on the first profundity of the 
aggregate of form 

15 The meditation on the second profundity of 
the aggregate of form 

16 The meditation on the third profundity of the 
aggregate of form 

17 The meditation on the fourth profundity of 
the aggregate of form 

The meditation on the first profundity of the aggregate of 
form (14) 

'Form is empty;' 

The first profundity is the emptiness of inherent 
existence of phenomena. It is called a profundity because 
emptiness is a profound topic that is difficult to realize and 
because the realization of emptiness leads to the profound 
attainment of complete liberation from all suffering. It is 
called the profundity of the ultimate because emptiness is 
the ultimate nature of phenomena. 

Avalokiteshvara's words 'form is empty' reveal the 
ultimate nature of form and thus they reveal the first 
profundity of form. 'Form', here, refers to the aggregate of 
form, which is one of the five aggregates: 

1. the aggregate of form 
2. the aggregate of feeling 
3. the aggregate of discrimination 
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4. the aggregate of compositional factors 
5. the aggregate of consciousness 

In general, the five aggregates include all impermanent 
phenomena: any impermanent phenomenon can be in­
cluded in one of the five. The five aggregates of a person 
include the particular impermanent phenomena that 
constitute the person. 

The aggregate of form includes all the objects of the five 
sense consciousnesses: everything that our eyes can see, 
our ears can hear, our nose can smell, our tongue can 
taste, and our body can sense or touch is included in the 
aggregate of form. All gross physical objects such as 
mountains, tables and books, as well as all colours and 
shapes, sounds, smells, tastes and tactile objects are 
therefore included in the aggregate of form. The aggregate 
of form of a person is the person's body, together with its 
colour and shape, and so forth. 

The aggregate of feeling comprises a particular type of 
mind, namely the mental factor26 of feeling. Feeling is an 
example of an all-accompanying mental factor, which 
means it is a mental factor that accompanies every 
moment of consciousness. Its function is the experience of 
pleasure, displeasure or indifference that arises when a 
primary mind comes into contact with its object. There 
are consequently three types of feeling: pleasant feelings, 
unpleasant feelings and neutral feelings. The aggregate of 
feeling of a person is the mental factor of feeling within 
the continuum of the person's mind. 

The aggregate of discrimination includes all examples 
of the mental factor of discrimination. Like feeling, 
discrimination is a mental factor that accompanies every 
moment of mind. It enables us to distinguish one object 
from another, right from wrong and so forth in depen­
dence upon the peculiar characteristics, or signs, of an 
object. The aggregate of discrimination of a person is the 
mental factor of discrimination within the continuum of 
the person's mind. 

The aggregate of compositional factors comprises two 
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types of phenomena: mental factors and non-associated 
compositional factors. In total, there are fifty-one mental 
factors and all except feeling and discrimination are 
included in the aggregate of compositional factors. This 
aggregate includes 'the other all-accompanying mental 
factors, attention, intention and contact; virtuous mental 
factors such as faith and effort; mental factors that are 
delusions such as anger and jealousy; and mental factors 
of other types such as mindfulness and regret. The non­
associated compositional factors include all impermanent 
phenomena that are neither form nor mind, such as 
persons, life, time and potentialities. Persons are included 
in this category, because although a person has a mind 
and has form, the phenomenon, person, is itself neither 
mind nor form, yet it is impermanent. The aggregate of 
compositional factors of a person includes all the com­
positional factors within the continuum of the person. 

The aggregate of consciousness includes the six primary 
minds, namely primary eye consciousness, primary ear 
consciousness, primary nose consciousness, primary 
tongue consciousness, primary body consciousness and 
primary mental consciousness. The aggregate of con­
sciousness of a person is the six primary consciousnesses 
in the continuum of the person. 

In this sutra the aggregate of form is taken as the first 
basis for establishing emptiness. Also in the One Hundred 
Thousand Stanza Perfection of Wisdom Sutra in which one 
hundred and eight objects of knowledge from form to 
omniscience are taken as the basis for establishing 
emptiness, form is taken as the first basis. Once empti­
ness has been realized using one basis such as form, it 
is not difficult to establish the emptiness of other 
phenomena. 

Emp.tiness is interpreted somewhat differently in the 
various buddhist schools. The presentation given here is 
in acccordance with the Prasangika Madhyamika system 
of tenets which is the ultimate view of Buddha as 
expounded in the Perfection of Wisdom Sutras. Buddha 
taught different philosophical systems according to the 
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various needs and capabilities of his followers, but his 
intention was to lead all beings eventually to the final 
view of the Prasangika system. 27 There is no higher view 
than this. 

According to the Prasangika system, emptiness is an 
emptiness of inherent existence. Thus, when Avalokite­
shvara says that form 'is empty', he means that form is 
empty of inherent existence, or form does not exist 
inherently. In order to understand the significance of this 
it is necessary to understand the meaning of inherent 
existence. We need to understand what would be the 
characteristics of an object if it existed inherently. 

If something were inherently existent, it would have an 
existence within itself, independent of other phenomena. 
According to the Prasangika school, if an object were 
inherently existent it would also be 'truly existent' and 
'existent from its own side'. 28 An object is truly existent if 
it exists truly as it appears and can be found upon 
investigation. Something is existent from its own side if 
its existence is established from the side of the object 
itself without depending upon an apprehending con­
sciousness. 

If we are ordinary beings, all objects appear to us to 
exist inherently. Objects seem to be independent of our 
mind and independent of other phenomena. The universe 
appears to consist of discrete objects that have an 
existence from their own side. These objects appear to 
exist in themselves as stars, planets, mountains, people 
and so forth, 'waiting' to be experienced by conscious 
beings. Normally it does not occur to us that we are 
involved in any way in the existence of these phenomena. 
Instead, each object appears to have an existence com­
pletely independent of us and all other objects. 

With his words 'form is empty', Avalokiteshvara is 
saying that although objects that are included in the 
aggregate of form appear to exist inherently in this way, 
in reality they totally lack inherent existence. The way in 
which these objects actually exist is quite different from 
the way in which they appear to exist. 
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The question of whether objects exist inherently or not 
is extremely important because all our sufferings and 
dissatisfaction can be traced to our clinging to the 
inherent existence of ourselves and· other phenomena. It 
is necessary to realize that phenomena lack inherent 
existence in order to gain liberation from suffering and 
achieve full enlightenment. 

Until we achieve the path of seeing we need to rely on 
logical reasons to realize emptiness. This sutra does not 
explicitly explain the reasons that demonstrate the empti­
ness of inherent existence of form, but many reasons are 
given in the longer Perfection of Wisdom Sutras. These 
reasons can be extracted and used here. The explanations 
of emptiness given in the One Hundred Thousand Stanza 
Perfection of Wisdom Sutra are condensed in the two 
shorter Perfection of Wisdom Sutras containing twenty-five 
thousand and eight thousand stanzas, and also in the 
Condensed Perfection of Wisdom Sutra. Although the ex­
planations are condensed in the shorter sutras, all the 
essential reasons given in the extensive sutra are retained. 

In the Condensed Perfection of Wisdom Sutra, Buddha 
said that form and the other aggregates are empty of 
inherent existence because just as the depth of the ocean 
cannot be measured with an arrow, if we investigate the 
aggregates with wisdom we cannot find them. It is clear 
that if we were to shoot an arrow into the ocean, we could 
not discover the depth of the ocean in this way. Similarly, 
if we investigate the aggregates using sharp wisdom, we 
will not find anything we can point to and say, 'This is the 
aggregate of form', and so forth. If we are not content to 
accept the mere name 'aggregates' but instead try to 
discover the aggregates themselves, we shall be unable to 
find them. The fact that the aggregates cannot be found 
when investigated with wisdom is a reason used by 
Buddha to show that the aggregates lack inherent exis­
tence. 

Our inability to find form upon analytical investigation 
can therefore be used to demonstrate that form is empty. 
We can take our body as an example of the aggregate of 
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form to illustrate how the reason may be applied. If we are 
ordinary beings, at present we have a view of our body as 
being inherently existent. Our body seems to be a single 
entity independent of the rest of the universe, and does 
not seem to rely upon any conceptual process for its 
existence: it appears to us to be a solid, discrete object 
existing under its own power. Viewing our body in this 
way, we cherish it and react accordingly to cold, hunger, 
gentle caresses and so forth. 

If our body really were inherently existent as it appears 
to be, we would expect to be able to find it upon 
investigation. This follows because our body would exist 
under its own power, independently of other phenom1~na 
and therefore we could physically or mentally remove all 
objects that are not our body, and our body would still 
re.main, existing by itself. Therefore, if we have an 
inherently existent body we should be able to point to our 
body without pointing to any phenomenon that is not our 
body. 

We can check to see whether we can find our body in 
this way. If we wish to point to our body, what do we 
point to? We may point to the centre of our body, around 
our chest, or we may point to our head, arm, leg and so 
on. If when we point to our chest we are pointing to our 
body, it follows that our chest must be our body. If this is 
so, then equally our head must be our body; our arm must 
be our body, and so forth. It is clear that these objects are 
parts of our body, but are they each our body itself? If they 
are, it follows that we have many bodies since there are 
many parts of the body. This is obviously nonsense. 
Alternatively, since we have only one body, if the parts of 
our body are our body itself, it follows that the parts of 
our body are a single object. This also is nc;msense. The 
conclusion must be that when we point to a part of our 
body such as our chest we are pointing to a phenomenon 
that is not our body itself. We can be sure, therefore, that 
upon investigation we cannot find our body among its 
individual parts. 

As we continue to search for our body, we may think 
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that the collection of the various parts of our body is our 
body. We may feel that when we point to the collection of 
our chest, head, arms and so forth, we have 'found' our 
body. We need: to investigate this possibility carefully. 
We have already established that each individual part of 
our body is not our body. The collection of the parts of our 
body is therefore a collection of objects that are not a 
body. We can say it is a collection of 'non-bodies'. It :ls 
impossible for the mere collection of 'non-bodies' to be a 
body, just· as it is impossible for a collection of non-sheep 
(e.g. goats) to be sheep. Since a collection of sheep is 
sheep and a collection of books is books, it follows that a 
collection of 'non-bodies' is 'non-bodies' and cannot 
possibly be a body. We can conclude that the collection of 
parts of our body is parts of our body, but it is not our 
body itself. 

There is another way in which we can know that the 
collection of the parts of our body is not our body. If we 
can point to the collection of the·parts of our body and say 
that this is, in itself, our body, then the collection of the 
parts of our body must exist independently of all 
phenomena that are not our body, so it would follow that 
the collection of the parts of our body exists independently 
of the parts themselves. This is clearly absurd - if it were 
true we could remove all the parts of our body and the 
collection of the parts would remain. Again we can 
conclude that the collection of the parts of our body cannot 
be identified as our body itself. 

So far we have been unable to find our body among the 
parts of our body or the collection of the parts of our body, 
The only remaining place to find our body is completely 
separate from the parts of our body. If our body existed in 
such a way we could remove all the parts of our body and 
our body. would still remain. Quite clearly this is not the 
case. We must conclude that we cannot find anything 
separate from the parts of our body that we can point to as 
our body. 

We have now considered all possible places where we 
can find our body and have failed to locate it. If our body 
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really does exist inherently as it appears to, we must be 
able to find it by isolating it from all other phenomena. 
Since we cannot succeed in doing this, we can come to the 
firm conclusion that our body is empty of inherent 
existence. 

Unless we investigate in this way we naturally have the 
view that we have a body that has its own independE~nt 
existence. We feel that we can see and point to this self­
existing body. However, whenever we see or point to our 
body we are seeing and pointing to parts of our body. We 
should investigate this point carefully. When we say we 
see our body, what do we in fact see? We see only the 
parts of our body - our arms, legs and so forth. When we 
look at our body there is nothing that we see that is not a 
part of our body and if something is a part of our body, it 
is necessarily not our body. As already pointed out, if 
each part of our body were our body it would follow that 
we have many bodies. We may propose that the collection 
of the parts of our body is our body, but the collection of the 
parts of our body is still just parts of our body. When we see 
the collection of the parts of our body we see only parts of 
our body. 

If we apprehend a body that is other than the parts of 
the body, that body is what is called the inherently 
existent body. This is the object of negation of the 
emptiness of our body. However hard we search we shall 
never find such a body. When we look for our body we 
perceive only the parts of our body. Other than these 
parts there is no body to be found. 

When we search for our body we are unable to find it. 
We may think that although >ye cannot find our body 
itself, at least we can find its parts, the head, the arms, and 
so forth. However, if we investigate more carefully, taking 
our head as an example, we again experience difficulty in 
finding the object of our investigation. When we try to 
point to our head we point to our nose, eyes, cheek and so 
forth. The same arguments that were used to show that 
the parts of our body are not our body can be used to 
demonstrate that these parts of our head are not our he.ad. 

33 



Heart of Wisdom 

Similarly, the collection of the parts of our head is not our 
head, nor can our head be found anywhere else. In this way 
we can realize that our head does not exist inherently. We 
can apply the same reasoning to demonstrate that our nose, 
the living cells of our nose and even the molecules and 
atoms making up the cells are all empty of inherent 
existence. 29 

The emptiness of our body and its parts can be 
illustrated by considering the example of a toy snake. If 
someone places a toy rubber snake in our room, the first 
time we see it we may believe that it is a real snake, and 
be quite startled by it. Even though there is no actual 
snake in our room, a snake appears vividly to our mind. 
For a short time we may cling to this appearance as real 
and develop fear as a result. However, if we look more 
carefully, we shall discover that the snake does not exist in 
the way that it appears. Clearly there is no real snake 
existing from its own side; we have merely imputed a 
snake with our conceptual mind. Apart from the mere 
appearance of a snake to our mind, there is no real snake 
to be found anywhere in our room. When we realize this, 
all our fears associated with the snake immediately 
subside. 

If we check carefully, we discover that our body and the 
snake that appears to our mind in the example above 
exist in a very similar way. Just like the snake, our body 
appears vividly to our mind and seems to exist from its 
own side. However, as with the snake, if we investigate 
we are unable to find our body and we discover that it has 
no existence of its own but is merely imputed by our 
mind. Like the snake, our body is a mere appearance to 
our mind. As long as we believe that it has its own 
inherent existence, our body can be a source of fear and 
pain, but when we realize it is merely imputed by our 
mind, these fears ari.d so forth will decrease and eventu­
ally disappear, just as our fear of the snake is overcome 
when we realize it is only imputed. 

Although the snake and our body exist in a very similar 
way, there is an important difference. When we discover 
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that the snake is really a toy snake and realize that the real 
snake was merely imputed by our mind, we conclude that 
a real snake does not exist at all in our room. HowE:ver, 
when we realize that our body is merely imputed by our 
mind, it would be a great mistake to conclude that our 
body does not exist at alL It is true that the inherently 
existent body that normally appears to our mind has no 
more existence than the real snake that appears to be in 
our room. Both are completely non-existent. Nevertheless, 
a body that is empty of inherent existence and is merely 
imputed upon the collection of the parts of our body does 
exist. A merely imputed body exists because the parts of 
our body are, by convention, a suitable basis upon which 
to impute a body, since they can perform the functions of 
a body. A length of striped rubber, on the other hand, is 
not a suitable basis upon which to impute a real snake 
since it cannot perform the functions of a snake. There­
fore, in the example described above, we say that a real 
snake does not exist at all in our room. Both the snake and 
our body are merely imputed by our mind, but our body 
is imputed correctly, whereas the snake is imputed 
incorrectly. In order to overcome the sufferings associated 
with our body, we need to accept the body that is merely 
imputed upon a valid basis and abandon the conceptual 
mind that clings to an inherently existent body. 

Another example that is often used to illustrate the 
meaning of emptiness is the experience of dreaming. 
When we dream, we may have extremely vivid experi­
ences. We may travel to colourful lands, meet beautiful or 
terrifying people, engage in various activities, and as a 
result experience great pleasure or suffering and pain. In 
our dream, a whole world appears to us functioning in its 
own way. This world may be similar to the world of our 
waking state or may be quite bizarre, but in either case 
while we are dreaming it appears to be utterly reaL It is 
quite rare to have the slightest suspicion that what we are 
experiencing is just a dream. The world we inhabit in our 
dream seems to have its own existence completely 
independent of our mind and we respond to the world in 
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our normal way, with desire, anger, fear and so on. 
If, while we are still dreaming, we try to test whether the 

world we are e~periencing is real or not, for example by 
tapping the objects around us or by questioning the other 
people in our dream, we shall probably get a response 
which seems to confirm the reality of our dream sur­
roundings. In fact, the only certain way to know that we 
have been dreaming is to wake up. Then we instantly 
realize without any doubt that the world we were 
experiencing in our dream was deceptive and was merely 
an appearance to our mind. It is quite clear once we are 
awake that what we experience in a dream does not exis~ 
from its own side, but depends completely upon our 
mind. For example, if we dream of an elephant, the 
'dream-elephant' is merely an appearance to our mind 
and cannot be found inside our bedroom or elsewhere. 

If we check carefully, we shall realize that our waking 
world exists in a way that is similar to the way in which 
our dream-world exists. Like the dream-world, our wak­
ing world appears vividly to us and seems to have its own 
existence independent of our mind. Just as in the dream, 
we believe this appearance to be true and respond with 
desire, anger, fear and so on. Also, if we superficially test 
our waking world as we did our dream-wor_ld to see 
whether it really does exist in the way it appears, we shall 
again receive an apparent confirmation of our view. If we 
tap the objects around us, they will appear to be quite 
solid and real, and if we ask other people, they will say 
that they are seeing the same objects in the same way as 
we do. However, we should not take this apparent 
confirmation of the inherent existence of objects as 
conclusive, since we know that similar tests cannot reveal 
the actual nature of our dream-world. In order to under­
stand the true nature of our waking world, we must 
investigate and meditate deeply, using the type of 
analys-is already described. When by these means we 
realize emptiness, we shall understand that objects such 
as our body do not exist from their own side. Like the 
dream-elephant, they are mere appearances to our mind. 
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Nevertheless our world functions following its own 
apparent rules in accordance with the laws of cause and 
effect, just as our dream-world functions in its own way. 

The experience of realizing emptiness can therefore be 
compared with waking up. Once we realize emptiness we 
see clearly and without any doubt that the world as we 
experienced it before was deceptive and false. It appeared 
to have its own inherent existence, but having understood 
emptiness, we realize that it is completely empty of inherent 
existence and depends upon our mind. In fact, Buddha is 
sometimes called the Awakened One because he has 
awakened from the 'sleep' of ignorance. 

In Buddha's scriptures, emptiness of inherent existence 
is often compared to space. We say that we see space but 
we do not normally check what kind of space we are 
seeing; we are satisfied with just the name 'space'. If we 
investigate in order to find out what we are actually 
seeing when we say w~ see space we shall not be able to 
find anything - it is just empty. Similarly, if we are not 
satisfied with the mere name 'my body' but try to find 
out what kind of body we see, we shall discover that we 
cannot see our body at all. Our body is also empty -
empty of inherent existence. 

Although we talk about empty space, the emptiness of 
space that we normally refer to is not the same as the 
emptiness of our body. However empty space is the best 
example to help us to understand the meaning of 
profound emptiness. In order to benefit from this example 
we need to understand clearly the meaning of 'space' (Tib. 
nam mkha). 

There are two principal types of space: produced space 
and unproduced space. Produced space is the visible 
space that we can see inside a room or in the sky. This 
space may become dark at night and light during the day, 
and since it undergoes change in this way it is an 
impermanent phenomenon and can be seen with our 
eyes. The characteristic property of produced space is that 
it does not obstruct objects. For example, if there is 'space' 
in a room we can place objects there without obstruction. 
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Similarly birds are able to fly through the space of the sky 
because it lacks obstruction, whereas they cannot fly 
through a mountain! Therefore, we can say that produced 
space lacks, or is empty of, obstructive contact. This mere 
lack, or emptiness, of obstructive contact is unproduced 
space. Since unproduced space is the mere absence of 
obstructive contact, it does not undergo momentary 
change and is therefore a permanent phenomenon. 
Whereas produced space is visible and quite easy to 
know, unproduced space is a mere absence and is rather 
more subtle. However, once we understand unproduced 
space, we shall find it easier to understand emptiness. 

Unproduced space is a negation, or negative phenom­
enon. A negation is a phenomenon that is r'ealized 
through the explicit elimination of the phenomenon's 
object of negation by the mind that apprehends the 
phenomenon. In the case of unproduced space, the object 
of negation is obstructive contact, and space is realized by 
a mind that explicitly eliminates this object of negation. 
Furthermore, unproduced space is a non-affirming nega­
tion, which means that unproduced space is realized by a 
mind through its elimination of the object of negation 
without that mind realizing another positive object. The 
mind that realizes unproduced space negates obstructive 
contact but does not affirm any other phenomenon. In 
contrast, some phenomena are affirming negations. An 
affirming negation is a phenomenon that is realized by a 
mind that explicitly eliminates the phenomenon's object 
of negation and that indirectly realizes a·positive phenom­
enon. An example of an affirming negation is my cousin's 
lack of being female, since the mind that realizes my 
cousin's lack of being female indirectly realizes that my 
cousin is male. On the other hand, unproduced. space 
does not imply any positive phenomenon- it is the mere 
absence of obstructive contact. 30 

Like unproduced space, all emptinesses are non­
affirming negations. For example, the emptiness of our 
body is the mere lack, or absence, of inherent existence of 
our body- no other object is implied. Thus, the mind that 
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realizes the emptiness of our body merely eliminates the 
object of negation (i.e. the inherent existence of our body) 
without realizing any positive phenomenon. The non­
affirming negation that is the mere absence of inherent 
existence of our body is the emptiness of our body. 

Both unproduced space and emptiness are non­
affirming negations but they have different objects of 
negation. The object of negation of space is obstructive 
contact whereas the object of negation of emptiness is 
inherent existence. It is because unproduced space and 
emptiness differ only in their object of negation that an 
understanding of unproduced space is so helpful in 
gaining an understanding of emptiness. 

In order to understand unproduced space, we must first 
know its object of negation, obstructive contact. This is 
not very difficult to know - even insects appear to know 
what it is. For example, an insect will walk along a table as 
long as it can sense the obstructive contact of the table's 
surface, but it will tum back when it reaches the edge of 
the table where the obstructive contact ceases. It seems 
that the insect knows what is obstructive contact and 
consequently can recognize its absence. If we ourselves 
understand what is meant by obstructive contact and 
know that unproduced space is simply the mere absence 
of this, we are then able to realize the meaning of 
unproduced space. Similarly, if we wish to realize 
emptiness, we must first understand the object of nega­
tion of emptiness, which is inherent existence. For 
example, in the case of the emptiness of the body, the 
object of negation is the inherent .existence of the body. In 
other words, the object of negation is an inherently 
existent body. Therefore, in order to understand the 
emptiness of the body, we must first be familiar with the 
appearance and characteristics of an inherently existent 
body so that we are clear which object is negated by the 
mind realizing emptiness. 

An inherently existent body would be a body that is 
independent of other phenomena including the mind 
apprehending it. If we check carefully we shall discover 
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that our body appears to us to exist in this way at present. 
In fact, whatever appears to the mind of an ordinary being 
necessarily appears to be inherently existent, and for this 
reason all the minds of ordinary beings are mistaken. 
Until we realize emptiness we cling very strongly to our 
body with the thought 'my body, my body', and the body 
that appears vividly to our mind at that time is a body 
with inherent existence. Our mistaken mind believes that 
this body really exists and as a resti1t we cling to it and 
develop strong attachment towards it. We then cherish 
this body, worry about it and do many actions for its sake. 
In fact, this body does not exist at all. Thus, the body that 
we normally perceive and cling to as 'my body' is the 
actual object of negation of the emptiness of our body. 
The body that we cling to does not exist but we need to 
realize that it does not exist. 

Although there does not exist anywhere an inherently 
existent body, the generic image of an inherently existent 
body does exist. A generic image is the mental image of 
an object that appears to our conceptual mind whenever 
we think about that object. 31 For example, if we think 
about our mother a characteristic image of our mother 
appears vividly to our mind. This appearing image is the 
generic image of our mother. However, an object need not 
be existent for its generic image to appear to us. For 
example, the generic image of a unicorn can appear 
vividly to our mind but, although this generic image 
exists, a unicorn itself does not. Similarly, whenever we 
think about our body, the generic image of an inherently 
existent body appears to our conceptual mind but it is an 
image of something that is totally non-existent. Neverthe­
less, before we can realize correctly the emptiness of our 
body, we must identify precisely this inherently existent 
body, which is the object of negation. Therefore, in 
meditation, we need to become thoroughly familiar with 
the generic image of this body as it appears to us. 

Buddhist philosophical treatises explain that the object 
of negation of emptiness is inherent existence. However, 
if we think that we are negating inherent existence but 
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fail to negate the body that normally appears vividly to 
our mind, we have not found the correct object of 
negation. The correct object of negation is precisely the 
body that we normally cling to as 'my body' and that 
appears to have its own existence independent of the 
parts of our body. Therefore, if we say we are negating 
inherent existence but do not negate the body that 
normally appears to us, we are merely negating inherent 
existence 'with our mouth'. 

When it is said that the body that normally appears 
vividly to us does not exist, some people may misunder­
stand this and think that the existence of phenomena is 
being denied completely. It is therefore very important to 
think deeply and with sharp wisdom about this matter. 
We need to identify precisely the object of negation of 
emptiness. If the object that we negate is too extensive, 
we shall negate something that is actually existent and 
thereby fall· to the extreme of non-existence. This would 
be the case if we deny that our body exists at all. On the 
other hand, if the object that is negated is too limited, we 
shall continue to accept a degree of inherent existence and 
thereby fall to the extreme of existence. For example, if we 
negate that the body is independent of its parts but posit 
that it possesses its own inherent nature, there still 
remains an object to be negated and we have fallen to the 
second extreme. 32 

The correct view of emptiness avoids both extremes 
and therefore emptiness is called the middle way. The 
extreme of non-existence is avoided because the correct 
view of emptiness accepts the existence of phenomena 
thatare merely imputed in dependence upon a valid basis 
of imputation. The extreme of existence is avoided 
because the correct view of emptiness thoroughly negates 
all traces of inherent, independent existence. 

If we wish to understand emptiness clearly without any 
mistake and already have a basic understanding of 
buddhist teachings, then upon this basis it is very 
important to practise purification and the accumulation of 
merit. Having prepared our mind in this way, if we then 
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study and meditate on emptiness continually, there is 
great hope that we shall achieve a correct realization of 
emptiness. 

Although we need to strive to develop a new realization 
of emptiness, it is important to understand that emptiness 
itself is not a new development or creation. It is not a 
product of philosophical analysis nor an invention of 
Buddha. Emptiness has been the actual nature of all. 
phenomena from the very beginning. Our body, for 
example, has always been empty of inherent existence; 
there has never been a time when our body, or anything 
else, existed inherently. Although emptiness has always 
been the true nature of phenomena, we need to receive 
instructions in order to realize this and for this reason 
Buddha delivered the Perfection of Wisdom Sutras. 

It is important for us to strive to understand the 
emptiness of phenomena because all the problems and 
suffering experienced by us and other living beings stem 
from a mistaken view of reality. Through our ignorance of 
the true nature of phenomena we develop the conceptual 
mind that holds phenomena to be inherently existent. 
This mind is known as self-grasping since it apprehends, 
or grasps, phenomena as having an inherently existent 
self, or identity. The mind of self-grasping gives rise to all 
other delusions, such as anger and attachment, and i:s the 
root cause of all suffering and dissatisfaction. Therefore if 
we wish to be free from suffering we must abandon our 
self-grasping. 

In order to realize emptiness and overcome our self­
grasping we must first receive correct instructions and 
then meditate on how our body and other phenomena are 
empty of inherent existence. Firstly, we should do 
analytical meditation by investigating with our wisdom 
whether we can find our body. Is this body that we 
cherish as 'my body' the same as the parts of our body? Is 
our head, our arms and so forth our body?. Can we find a 
body that is different to the parts of our body? Through 
this investigation we shall discover that our body is 
unfindable. If our analytical meditation is successful the 

43 



Heart of Wisdom 

appearance of our body will fade and there will arise an 
appearance of 'empty'. This emptiness is our body's 
emptiness of inherent existence. We should try to hold the 
generic image of this emptiness single-pointedly in 
placement meditation. 33 If we begin to lose the generic 
image· of emptiness we should recall the reasons used to 
establish our body's emptiness and thereby restore our 
object of meditation. Through this meditation we can 
become familiar with emptiness and strengthen our 
realization. 

In the beginning during our meditations on emptiness 
we should not worry about falling to the extreme of non­
existence, because during meditation we are not perform­
ing actions of body and speech. It is when we are out of 
meditation and performing various actions that we need 
to be careful to avoid this extreme. However, if we 
identify correctly the object of negation of emptiness 
there is no danger of developing extreme views. We need 
to know that our body does not exist inherently but does 
exist conventionally. The conventional nature of our body 
is explained in the next chapter. 

If during our meditation of emptiness we develop apy 
doubts or see any contradictions, we should discuss these 
afterwards with a skilled teacher or experienced friends. 
In Tibet, when a lama gave instructions on emptiness and 
so forth, the students would listen and then meditate on 
the teachings for a few days. They would then describe 
their experiences to the lama and discuss any problems 
they were having. In this way all doubts were clarified 
and the students then returned to their meditation. That 
is the way we should try to realize emptiness. If we 
develop doubts or cannot accept what is taught we should 
discuss the matter with others. In this way our under­
standing will become clearer an.d clearer. We should not 
keep doubts hidden inside our hearts - we need wisdom 
in our hearts, not doubts! 

Through receiving instructions and then contemplating 
and meditating on the meaning, we can realize that our 
body and other forms are unfindable upon investigation. 
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Vajrapani 
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This 'unfindability' is our body's emptiness of inherent 
existence. It indicates that our body does not exist 
objectively from its own side. Our body is only a mere 
apprehension of the mind, a mere appearance to the 
mind. Perceiving this appearance, we say 'my body', but 
if we are not satisfied with the mere name 'my body' and 
try to find a body existing from its own side we shall be 
completely unsuccessful. Through meditr.ting on the 
emptiness of our body as described, our delusions, such 
as attachment towards our body, will be subdued. Simil­
arly, if we have problems of strong attachment towards the 
bodies of others, we can contemplate how they are also 
empty of inherent existence and in this way our attach­
ment will be reduced. 

Through improving our understanding of emptiness 
we can build the foundation for attaining ultimate 
happiness. Whether we are rich or poor, beautiful or ugly, 
we can solve all our problems and fulfil all our wishes 
through the wisdom that realizes emptiness. By doing 
continual meditation on emptiness we shall gradually 
gain freedom from all suffering by uprooting its cause, 
ignorance. Then, even if we wish for suffering we shall be 
unable to experience it! If we gain the wisdom realizing 
emptiness we shall be like a king and our wisdom 
realizing emptiness will be like the king's ministers. Just 
as all the king's wishes are accomplished by his ministers, 
so too will all our wishes be accomplished by our wisdom 
realizing emptiness. 

Although our body has been taken as the basis for 
establishing emptiness, all other form, and indeed all 
phenomena, are empty of inherent existence in the same 
way. In order to realize that all phenomena are empty of 
inherent existence, we do not need to realize the empti­
ness of each phenomenon one by one. If we understand 
emptiness correctly using one basis, such as our body, we 
can, without difficulty, realize the emptiness of other 
phenomena by changing the basis of emptiness. 

In summary, Avalokiteshvara's words 'form is empty' 
teach that all form is empty of inherent existence, this 
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emptiness being the first profundity of form, the profun­
dity of the ultimate. Without realizing this profundity we 
cannot gain complete freedom from suffering nor full 
enlightenment. Thus, Avalokiteshvara indicates that the 
principal practice of the perfection of wisdom while on 
the mahayana paths of accumulation and preparation is 
meditation on emptiness. On these two paths we need to 
realize emptiness inferentially using the type of reasoning 
described in this chapter. 

47 



5 The Paths of Accumulation and 
Preparation - (2) 

In the previous chapter, an explanation was given of the 
first profundity of form as stated in the sutra by the 
words 'form is empty'. Through this presentation of the 
first profundity, the ultimate nature of form is revealed. 
The next part of A valokiteshvara' s answer presents the 
three remaining profundities of form and thereby reveals 
form's conventional nature. 

The meditation on the second profundity of the aggregate of 
form (15) 

'Emptiness is form.' 

Whereas the first profundity of a phenomenon is the 
phenomenon's emptiness of inherent existence, the 
second profundity is the phenomenon's being a manifesta~ 
tion of emptiness. Since this is part of a phenomenon's 
conventional nature, the second profundity is called the 
profundity of the conventional. 

Although the seconq, third and fourth profundities are 
all part of the conventional nature of phenomena they are 
called profundities because they are the subtle conven­
tional nature of phenomena, which is even more difficult 
to realize than phenomena's ultimate nature. Further­
more, we cannot gain a perfect and complete understand-
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ing of profound emptiness until we have understood the 
subtle conventional nature of phenomena. 

In order to understand what is meant by the ultimate 
and the conventional natures of phenomena, we need to 
understand what is meant by the two truths - ultimate 
truths and conventional truths. The two truths are actual 
objects, or phenomena, and not just abstract philosophi­
cal laws or principles. In fact every phenomenon that 
exists is either an ultimate truth or a conventional truth, 
but no phenomenon can be both. 

Ultimate truth and emptiness of inherent existence are 
synonymous: whatever is an ultimate truth is an empti­
ness of inherent existence and whatever is an emptilness 
of inherent existence is an ultimate truth. The empt:lness 
of inherent existence of our body and the emptiness of 
inherent existence of this book are two examples of 
ultimate truths. All ultimate truths are the same in that 
they are emptinesses of inherent existence, but they differ 
in the basis of emptiness, the object that is empty. 

An emptiness is called an ultimate truth (Tib. don dam 
bden pa), literally a 'sacred object truth', because emptiness 
is both a sacred object and a truth. It is a sacred object 
because the realization of emptiness opens the door of 
liberation - we may realize many other phenomena but if 
w~ do not realize emptiness we shall be unable to gain 
liberation. An emptiness is called a truth because its 
appearance to direct perception is in accordance with its 
mode of existence. To a mind realizing an emptiness 
directly, only the emptiness appears; inherent existence 
does not appear at all. Thus, when cognized directly, an 
emptiness does not falsely appear to be inherently 
existent. Since its appearance does not deceive us, an 
emptiness is a truth. 

All existent phenomena except emptinesses are conven­
tional truths. For example, our body and this book ar~e two 
conventional truths. Unlike ultimate truths, which are all 
emptinesses, conventional truths are extremely diverse 
since they include every object of knowledge that is not 
an emptiness. Conventional truths are not actually truths 
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in the way that ultimate truths are, because their apparent 
mode of existence does not accord with their actual mode 
of existence: conventional truths appear to be inherently 
existent but iri: reality they are empty of inherent exis­
tence. Since their appearance is deceptive, conventional 
truths are in fact falsities rather than truths. However, 
they are called conventional truths because they are true 
with respect to the conventions of ordinary people, that 
is, people who have not realized emptiness directly. 
Conventional truths are true with respect to the view of 
ordinary people because although conventional truths are 
deceptive regarding their mode of existence, they are not 
deceptive regarding their function and conventional 
characteristics. For example, a table that is apprehend~d 
by a valid mind is a conventional truth and we can rely 
upon such a table to suppor~ objects and to perform the 
other functions of a table. Objects that are false with 
resp~ct to the minds of ordinary people, such as a table 
seen by someone who is hall:ucinating, are not conven­
tional truths. They are non-existences and cannot be 
relied upon to perform the functions that they appear to 
possess. 

The term that has been translated as conventional truth 
(Tib. kun rdzob bden pa) can also be rendered as 'truth-for­
an-obscurer'. Here, 'obscurer' refers to self-grasping- the 
mind that conceives phenomena to be inherently existent. 
Phenomena other than ultimate truths are called truths­
far-an-obscurer because with respect to the mind of self­
grasping they are true; they appear to be inherently 
existent and the mind of self-grasping holds this appear­
ance to be true. However it does not follow that the mind 
of self-grasping apprehends and establishes conventional 
truths. The object held by self-grasping is an inherently 
existent object, such as an inherently existent body, and 
as already explained there does not exist an inherently 
existent object anywhere. The object held by self-grasping 
is therefore a non-existence and consequently is not a 
conventional truth. Like ultimate truths, conventional 
truths are established by a valid mind and self-grasping is 
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not a valid mind. Thus, a conventional object is can~~d a 
truth-for-an-obscurer, not because the object is estab­
lished by the mind of self-grasping but because self­
grasping ignorantly conceives the apparent inherent 
existence of the object to be true. 

As we can understand from the foregoing, it is 
important to distinguish between conventional truths 
and non-existences. A traditional example of a non­
existence is a hom on the head of a rabbit. Although the 
ears of a rabbit can appear as horns and we can conceive of 
a rabbit having horns, we know that this appearance is 
mistaken and the conception is false. A horn on the head 
of a rabbit is not est(!.blished by any valid mind and 
consequently it is a non-existence rather than a conven­
tional (or ultimate) truth. In the same way, although 
inherently existent objects appear to the mind and are 
objects of conception, they are totally non-existent and 
therefore are not conventional truths. 

Thus, when it is said that a table is a conventional buth, 
the meaning is that the table that is apprehended by a 
valid mind is a conventional truth; it does not mean that 
the inherently existent table that appears to the mind of 
ordinary beings is a conventional truth. For example, if 
we perceive a table with a valid eye consciousness, unless 
we are a fully enlightened being, the table will appear to 
be inherently existent to our eye consciousne~s. However, 
our eye consciousness does not apprehend the table to be 
inherently existent; it apprehends simply the table itself. 
The table that is correctly apprehended by our eye 
consciousness in this way is a conventional truth and 
does exist (but not inherently). It is probable that 
following the valid eye consciousness that apprehends 
just the table itself, we shall develop a conceptual mental 
consciousness that apprehends the table as inherently 
existent. This conceptual mind is a mind of self-grasping. 
It is a non-valid mind and the object it grasps is a non­
existence. 

We can now consider what is meant by the ultimate 
nature and the conventional nature of phenomena. The 
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ultimate nature of a phenomenon is the phenomenon's 
emptiness of inherent existence, and since it is an 
emptiness it is an ultimate truth. The conventional nature 
of a phenomenon is the phenomenon's nature as estab­
lished by a valid mind, but excluding emptinesses of 
inherent existence. Since the conventional nature is 
established by a valid mind it is an existence; since it is an 
existence but not an emptiness it is a conventional truth. 
We can consider a table as an example to illustrate the 
meaning of these two natures. The table's emptiness of 
inherent existence is the table's ultimate nature; the table 
itself and its shape, colour and so forth are all the 
conventional nature of the table. Any phenomenon such 
as a table has an ultimate nature and a conventional 
nature. The former is an ultimate truth and the latter is a 
conventional truth. 

The conventional nature of an object can have many 
aspects. Some of these aspects can be realized simply by 
direct sense perception, such as an object's shape and 
colour; others are more difficult to realize, such as an 
object's impermanence; and some aspects of the conven­
tional nature of an object can only be realized after having 
realized the object's ultimate nature. That part of the 
conventional nature of an object that cannot be realized 
without first realizing the object's ultimate nature is the 
subtle conventional nature of the object. 

As already stated, the profundity of the conventional, 
the second of the four profundities, is phenomena's being 
a manifestation of emptiness and is part of phenomena's 
subtle conventional nature. It is part of the conventional 
nature rather than the ultimate nature because it is not an 
emptiness and is therefore a conventional truth rather 
than an ultimate truth. It is part of the subtle conventional 
nature. of . phenomena because we cannot realize that 
phenomena are a manifestation of emptiness before we 
realize that phenomena are empty of inherent existence. 

There are many scriptural references to phenomena as 
the manifestation of emptiness. For example, in his Song 
of Emptiness, Changkya Rolpay Dorje says: 
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These various apprehended (objects) and ap­
prehenders are the manifestation of the mother. 
This birth, death and these changing (things) are 
the falsities of the mother. 

Here, 'mother' refers to emptiness and 'falsities' refers to 
the false appearance of conventional truths. 

When Avalokiteshvara states 'emptiness is form' he is 
declaring the second profundity of form - that form is a 
manifestation of emptiness. What is meant when it is said 
that form is a manifestation of emptiness? We have seen 
that the ultimate nature of our body is our body's 
emptiness of inherent existence. When we search for our 
body, we can find nothing that exists from its own side; 
there is a complete absence, or emptiness, of inherent 
existence. Nevertheless, from its emptiness, a body 
appears to our mind. We can say, therefore, that out body 
is a manifestation of its emptiness. This implies that our 
body is not separate from its emptiness, but is an 
appearance arising out of it 

The relationship between our body and its emptiness 
can be illustrated by taking the example of a gold coin. 
The underlying nature of the coin is gold. It is the gold 
itself that appears in the form of a coin. Clearly, the coin 
that appears to us is not separate from its gold <!lld could 
not exist without it. We can say, therefore, that the coin is 
a manifestation of its gold. In this analogy, the gold 
represents the emptiness of our body and the coin 
represents our body itself. Just as the coin is a manifesta­
tion of its gold, our body is a manifestation of its 
emptiness of inherent existence. 

We can consider a rather more subtle illustration of the 
relationship between our body and its emptiness. A sky 
that is completely clear appears to us as blue. We know 
that in its actual nature the sky is merely empty just as the 
space around us is empty.34 Nevertheless, when we look 
at the sky we see 'blue' and we point to this blue as being 
the sky. We can say, therefore, that the blue that we see 
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directly is a manifestation of an empty sky. Thus from an 
empty sky, blue manifests. Similarly from the emptiness of 
form, form manifests. In the same way all phenomena are 
manifestations of their emptiness. 

In order to understand the second profundity, it is 
helpful to realize that all phenomena are a 'mere appear­
ance'. The use of the word 'mere' eliminates any possibi­
lity of inherent existence. Our body appears vividly to our 
mind, yet, as we have seen, if we search for a body 
existing from its own side giving rise to that appearance, 
we cannot find such a body. How, then, does our body 
exist? In dependence upon a suitable basis, our body is 
imputed by mind. The suitable basis for imputing our 
body is the appearance to a mind of the components of 
our body - our head, arms, legs and so on. Here, 
appearance does not just mean appearance to eye con­
sciousness; it includes the sounds of our body that appear 
to ear consciousness, the tactile sensations that appear to 
body consciousness when the different parts of our body 
are touched, and so forth. Based upon this complex 
pattern of appearances to consciousness, our body is 
imputed. If we try to find a body that is more than just 
these appearances to consciousness, we shall not succeed. 
Therefore, we can say that our body is a mere appearance. 

All other forms exist in the same way. For example, the 
colour red appears vividly to our ey~ consciousness, but if 
We try to find a colour red that is more than this mere 
appearance, we are unable to do so. If we investigate the 
colour red scientifically, we may infer that it is a certain 
frequency of electromagnetic radiation, but if we investi­
gate further we shall find that the electromagnetic radia­
tion does not exist from its own side. It is also a mere 
appearance to our mind. 

In orde:t: to illustrate how form is a mere appearance, we 
can consider the example of a rainbow. Under certain 
conditions a rainbow appears in the sky. To the observer 
it appears as though the rainbow has a certain size, shape 
and location in space. It seems to have its own existence, 
perhaps three or four miles away. However, we know that 
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if we travel to the apparent location of the rainbow there 
will be no trace of a rainbow there at all. We can say 
therefore that the rainbow is a mere appearance and 
cannot be found upon investigation. Although other 
objects, such as our body, seem to have a more concrete 
existence, if we investigate carefully, we shall discover 
that they, too, are a mere appearance. 

Through our experience we know that the appearance 
of a rainbow is deceptive. It appears to have its own 
independent existence but we know that its existence 
depends upon the sun, the rain and the position of the 
observer. If the observer moves, the rainbow moves; if the 
sun goes behind a cloud, the rainbow fades or disappears. 
Provided that we accept that the rainbow is only an 
appearance that arises in dependence upon certain causes 
and conditions, we can accept its existence and behave 
appropriately. However if we cling to the idea that the 
rainbow exists independently of us and is fixed in space 
in the way that it appears, we may travel in search,of the 
'end of the rainbow' and experience only frustration. 

The same is true of all form and phenomena in gE~neral. 
If we accept them as mere appearances, we can establish 
their existence and relate to them appropriately, without 
experiencing any problems. Again, though, if we cling to 
phenomena as existing inherently in the way that they 
appear, we shall experience constant problems and frus­
tration. Just as through experience we have learnt the real 
nature of a rainbow, through study and contemplation we 
can understand the subtle conventional nature o:f form 
and other phenomena and begin to relate to them 
appropriately. 

Another aspect of the subtle conventional nature of 
phenomena is that phenomena are mere name. This does 
not mean that the name of a phenomenon is the 
phenomenon itself. A name is a sound, such as the sound 
uttered when we say 'my body'. It is obvious that this 
sound is not identical with our body, since our body can 
sit down whereas the sound cannot! Nevertheless, if we 
search for the body that exists in itself as 'my body' 
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independent of its name, we cannot find it. The parts of 
our body appear to our consciousness and in dependence 
upon this basis. we impute the name 'my body'. If this 
natne had not been given, the phenomenon 'my body' 
would not exist. Without naming 'my·body' the parts of 
our body such as 'my head', would exist provided that 
they had been named, but there would be no such 
phenomenon as 'my body'. In this sense, phenomena are 
mere name. 

Again, an example can help us to understand this point. 
We .can imagine a committee consisting of a number of 
members, one of whom is called John. Let us suppose that 
today John is elected to be the Chairman of the commit­
tee. From today, John will be called 'the Chairman' and 
the other committee members will think of him as the 
Chairman. The John of yesterday was not the Chairman 
whereas the John of today is the Chairman, but from 
John's side there has not been any particular change. John 
is now the Chairman simply because he was so named by 
the committee. If we try to find something that from its 
own side is inherently a chairman, we shall not succeed. 
John's body is not a chairman; his mind is not a chairman 
and we shall not find anything else that is a chairman. In 
this example it is not difficult to understand that 'Chair­
man' is no more than name. In fa~t, if we investigate 
carefully we shall discover that all phenomena exist in this 
way as mere name. Indeed, in the One Hundred Thousand 
Stanza Perfection of Wisdom Sutra Buddha said, 'Shari­
putra, know that all phenomena are mere name'. 

Understanding that form is a mere appearance and 
mere name helps us to understand that form is a 
manifestation of emptiness. If we realize this, we can 
establish the existence of form without implying that 
form exists. inherently. We can then begin to understand 
the subtle conventional nature of form and we shall be able to 
avoid the two extremes of existence and non-existence. 

The way in which the Prasangikas establish the exis­
tence of conventional phenomena is actually in accor­
dance with the view of ordinary people. In establishing 
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the existence of a table, for example, ordinary people are 
content with the appearance of a table and the name 
'table'. They do not normally carry out an investigation to 
find the real table. In a similar way, Prasangikas say that 
phenomena are merely an appearance to our mind and 
mere name. They assert that if we try to find a real table 
apart from the mere appearance and the mere name we 
shall not succeed. 

In contrast to ordinary people and the Prasangikas, 
other philosophical systems, including the lower 
buddhist schools, assert that through investigation we 
can discover the real object. For example, some buddhist 
schools, when they seek the table among its parts, 
conclude that the mere collection of the parts of the table 
is the table. They say that this collection is the real, truly 
existent table. According to Prasangikas, this view con­
tradicts the view of ordinary people because the table 
established in this way is not the table apprehended by 
ordinary people; it is merely a fabrication of philosophical 
analysis. The Prasangikas say that there is no such thing 
as a truly existent phenomenon and so the table that the 
lower schools try to establish is in fact non-existent. For 
this reason Chandrakirti 35 warned the lower schools not to 
debate with ordinary people, for if they did so, they 
would lose! 

Although the Prasangikas establish the existence of 
conventional phenomena in accordance with the view of 
ordinary people, the Prasangika view of the ultimate 
nature of phenomena contradicts the view of ordinary 
people. Ordinary people not only accept the existence of 
objects that appear to them but they also accept objects to 
be inherently existent in the way that they appear. The 
Prasangika view is that all objects are empty of inherent 
existence and therefore although the existence of conven­
tional objects is to be accepted, the mind that grasps at 
inherent existence must be overcome if we wish to gain 
liberation. Furthermore, if we wish to achieve full en­
lightenment, even the appearance of objects as inherently 
existent must be overcome. 
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Once we realize that phenomena are empty of inherent 
existence we aan begin to understand their subtle conven­
tional nature ]:jy meditating upon them as manifestations 
of emptiness using some of the reasons and examples 
given in this chapter. The practice of seeing phenomena 
as manifestations of emptiness can then be carried over 
into our daily activities. Although we cannot meditate on 
emptiness while we are eating, working, talking to others 
and so forth, we can nevertheless see the objects around 
us as manifestations of emptiness. If we do this, our food, 
our body, our friends and so forth, will still appear to be 
inherently existent, but we shall not accept this appear­
ance. We can continue to perform our normal functions 
yet at the same time we shall be implicitly meditating on 
emptiness and increasing our wisdom. If we see every­
thing as manifestations of emptiness, our mind will 
naturally be free of delusions and our actions will be 
wholesome. Through this practice our everyday activities 
can become extremely meaningful. 

Emptiness is a permanent phenomenon but the 
manifestation of emptiness need not be permanent. 
Functioning things such as our body are impermanent, 
momentary phenomena being the result of past causes and 
the cause of future effects. Nevertheless all functioning 
things are manifestations of emptiness. Our body 
{unctions and changes moment by moment but it does not 
exist from its own side; it is merely imputed by thought. 
Our body remains empty of inherent existence at all times 
and out of this permanent emptiness our body appears to 
us in its constantly changing form. 

With respect to the minds of superior beings conven­
tional truths such as our body are false. However 
conventional truths are true with respect to the minds of 
ordinary beings because the mind of self-grasping of these 
beings holds the apparent inherent existence of conven­
tional truths to be true. We need to understand that the 
forms and so forth that appear to us are manifestations of 
their emptiness and mere name but function and appear 
true to ordinary beings. Therefore when performing our 
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everyday activities we should be satisfied with the mere 
name of phenomena without investigating them further. 
At that time there is no point in trying to discover the buly 
existent phenomena because no such phenomenon can be 
found. 

If, having realized emptiness, we are able to accept 
phenomena as mere name and engage in our various 
activities on this basis it indicates that we have realized the 
subtle conventional nature of phenomena. Then we can 
still say that a particular object is large or small, for 
example, but we know that the object is mere name and 
cannot be found upon analysis. 

If we have this correct understanding of the subtle 
conventional nature of phenomena we can understand that 
phenomena are empty of inherent existence but also 
perform their individual functions. In this way, the 
conventional nature of phenomena and their emptiness of 
inherent existence are seen not as contradictory but as 
mutually supportive. For example, realizing the emptiness 
of inherent existence of our body helps us to understand 
the conventional nature of our body as mere name or mere 
appearance, and realizing our body is mere name helps us 
to understand that our body is empty of inherent existence. 
We need to strive to realize the two truths in this way. 

The meditation on the third profundity of the aggregate of 
form (16) 

'Emptiness is not other than form; form also is 
not other than emptiness.' 

In this next part of his answer, Avalokiteshvara con­
tinues to explain the conventional nature of form by 
revealing the third profundity. The third profundity is the 
profundity of the two truths being the same entity and, 
like the second profundity, it is part of the subtle 
conventional nature of phenomena. If we realize the third 
profundity, we realize that the conventional nature and 
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Maitreya 
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the ultimate nature of a phenomenon are the same entity. 
The third profundity does not imply that the two truths 
are identical, but rather that they do not exist as separate 
entities. 

If, like the two truths, two phenomena are the same 
entity but not identical, they do not appear as separate to 
direct perception, but they appear as different to a 
conceptual mind. 36 This can be better understood by 
considering examples. 

The shape of our body and our body itself are an 
example of two phenomena that are not identical but are 
the same entity. Quite clearly, the shape of our body 
cannot appear to our direct perception as separate from 
our body itself. This indicates that the two are the same 
entity. Nevertheless, we would not say that our body and 
its shape are identical phenomena, since they appear as 
different to our conception. For example, we conceive of 
our body as a phenomenon having a certain weight, 
colour, smell and so forth, whereas the shape of our body 
does not have these characteristics. Another example of 
two phenomena that are not identical but are the same 
entity is a fire and the heat of the fire. Although these two 
can be distinguished, they never appear to direct 
perception as being separate. 

In contrast, if we consider this book and our body, 
these two phenomena appear as quite separate to our 
direct perception; the book appears in one place, and our 
body in another. This indicates that the book and our 
body are two phenomena that are different entities. 37 

The meaning of A valokiteshvara' s statement, 'Empti­
ness is not other than form; form also is not othE~r than 
emptiness', is that form is the same entity as the 
emptiness of form. It therefore reveals the third profun­
dity of form. The emptiness referred to in Avalokite­
shvara's statement is specifically the emptiness of form; 
form is not the same entity as emptiness in general. For 
example, form is not the same entity as the emptiness of 
feeling; form and the emptiness of feeling exist separ­
ately. Thus, when it is said that the two truths are the same 
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entity, it does not mean that all ultimate truths are the 
same entity as all conventional truths, but rather that the 
ultimate nature and conventional nature of a particular 
phenomenon, such as our body, are the same entity. 

When we look at our body, our body and the shape of 
our body appear simultaneously to our direct eye percep­
tion. We never develop the thought that our body and its 
shape are separate entities. However, unless we have 
achieved full enlightenment, our body and our body's 
emptiness of inherent existence do not appear simulta­
neously to our direct perception. This is because we have 
strong imprints of conceiving our body and its emptiness 
to be completely different entities. For countless lifetimes 
we have conceived phenomena to be inherently existent. 
As a result of this conception and its imprints, phenom­
ena appear to us to be inherently existent. When we 
directly per~eive a form, such as our body, not only does 
the form appear to us, but also the form's inherent 
existence appears. Therefore, for ordinary beings, form 
and the inherent existence of form (rather than the 
emptiness of inherent existence of form) seem to be the 
same entity! 

When emptiness is explained to us, the two truths 
appear to be two distinct and separate phenomena, like a 
table and a chair. Having first realized emptiness, the two 

. truths still do not appear directly and simultaneously to 
our mind. This is because we still have a mind that holds 
the two truths to be different entities. Even high bodhi­
sattvas who have overcome all delusions have the im­
prints of that mind, and therefore even these bodhisattvas 
cannot directly realize the two truths simultaneously. 
Consequently, they cannot maintain meditative equi­
poise on emptiness while performing other actions of 
body, speech and mind. When they engage in physical 
and verbal actions, bodhisattvas must temporarily relin­
quish the mind that directly realizes emptiness, and when 
they wish to engage in meditative equipoise on empti­
ness they must disengage from other actions. Only 
buddhas have completely overcome both the mind that 
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apprehends the two truths as different entities and the 
imprints of this mind. Because they are completely free of 
this mind and its imprints, buddhas are able to realize the 
two truths directly and simultaneously. Therefore they are 
able to perform any action of body, speech and mind 
while retaining their meditative equipoise on emptiness. 

How can we know that the two truths are the same 
entity? First we must understand that phenomena are 
empty of inherent existence. As already mentioned, until 
we achieve enlightenment form appears to us as inher­
ently existent. If form really were inherently existent as it 
appears to us, form and the emptiness of form would not 
be the same entity. Therefore, before we can realize the 
third profundity of form we must know that what appears 
to us is false. At present this is difficult for us to know 
because it is very profound, but nevertheless it can be 
understood through careful investigation. 

Something is true if the way it appears to us corre­
sponds to the way it actually exists. Conversely, if 
something does not exist in the way it appears, it is false. 
For example, we say that a mirage is a false object because 
it appears to be water but does not exist as water. If we 
investigate thoroughly we shall discover that the way our 
body appears also does not correspond to the way it 
exists: our body appears to be inherently existent but it 
does not exist inherently. Therefore our body is false. In 
the same way all conventional truths are false and deceive 
us. Our body appears to us to be true and then, grasping 
it to be true, we develop delusions such as attachment. As 
a result of such delusions, we perform non-virtuous 
actions and these cause us to experience suffering both 
now and in the future. This is how our body and other 
forms deceive us. We have cherished the independent 
body that appears to our mind since we were born but if 
we realize emptiness we shall know that we have been 
making a terrible mistake. We shall know, based on the 
reasons already described, that this body definitely does 
not exist. 

We can compare ourselves to someone who wishes to 
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travel to London but has set off on the wrong road. 
Imagine that after travelling many miles this person meets 
another traveller who points out to him that he is on the 
wrong road and explains which is the correct road to 
London. The person will realize immediately that he has 
made a serious mistake and has been travelling in the 
wrong direction since setting out. He will then turn back 
and hopefully will follow the correct road to London. In a 
similar way, before realizing emptiness we are following 
incorrect paths. We are seeking happiness but we are 
following paths that lead to suffering, guided by the mind 
that grasps at true existence. At present, we believe that 
whatever appears to our mind is truly existent and then 
we follow the paths of cyclic existence. However, once we 
realize emptiness through meeting correct instructions, 
we shall know that hitherto we have been completely 
misled and mistaken. We shall realize that what appeared 
to us, what we apprehended and the attitudes we 
developed were all completely wrong. Then, hopefully, 
we shall begin to follow the path to liberation, the path 
that really does lead to peace and happiness. 

We can understand that the present appearance of form 
is false by realizing that form is empty of inherent 
existence. We shall then understand that emptiness of 
inherent existence is an inseparable characteristic of form. 
Realizing this, we can begin to understand that form and 
the emptiness of form are the same entity. For example, if 
the emptiness of our body is an inseparable characteristic 
of our body, then it follows that our body and its 
emptiness are the same entity, just as other characteristics 
of our body, such as its shape, are the same entity as our 
body. Just as the shape of our body cannot exist separately 
from our body and our body cannot exist separately from 
its shape, so, too, the emptiness of our body cannot exist 
separately from our body and our body cannot exist 
separately from its emptiness. 

Also an understanding of the second profundity of form 
can help us to understand the third profundity. The 
second profundity of form is that form is the manifesta-
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tion of the emptiness of form. If one phenomenon is. the 
manifestation of another, the two phenomena cannot be 
different entities. Earlier the examples were given of a 
coin being the manifestation of the gold from which it is 
made and the colour blue being a manifestation of an 
empty sky. Clearly the coin does not exist as a different 
entity to its gold and neither does the blue of the sky exist 
as a different entity to the empty sky. Likewise, if we 
know that form is a manifestation of the emptiness of 
form we can know that form and the emptiness of form 
are the same entity. 

The emptiness of form is form's lack of inherent 
existence. If we ask, 'What is it that lacks the inherent 
existence of form?', the answer is, 'Form itself.' There is 
no emptiness of form that is separate from form and there 
is no form that is separate from the emptiness of form. 
Therefore form and the emptiness of form are the same 
entity. This is the meaning of 'Emptiness is not other than 
form: form also is not other than emptiness.' 

Through his great skill, Buddha not only gave instruc­
tions on how to achieve an initial realization of emptiness 
but also gave instructions on how .to improve that 
realization. Meditation on the first profundity is the 
method to gain a realization of emptiness and meditation 
on the last three profundities is the methq,d to improve 
our meditation on emptiness thereby making our medita­
tion more powerful. 

If we have realized that the two truths are the same 
entity, when we meditate on emptiness conventional 
phenomena will gather and absorb into emptiness like a 
rainbow dissolving into the sky. Through this experience 
we can build the foundation of our truth body, the 
dharmakaya. The actual truth body is the mind of a 
buddha and is the resultant perfection of wisdom. It i.s our 
ultimate object of attainment but we cannot achieve it 
immediately. We must first build a small foundation, 
improve it and then finally we can gain the actual truth 
body of a buddha. The truth body is known as the great 
mother of all the buddhas, because from the truth body all 
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other bodies of a buddha arise. Thus, the truth body is the 
real body of a buddha. 

When our mind-permanently mixes with emptiness like 
water poured into water, this mixture is the actual truth 
body. Before we can attain this actual truth body we need 
to train in the understanding of emptiness. We must 
improve our meditation on emptiness by bringing our 
mind and its object, emptiness, closer together. The main 
obstacle to mixing our mind with emptiness is the 
appearance of conventional objects during our emptiness 
meditation. Whenever conventional objects appear to our 
mind, they appear to be inherently existent and thus their 
appearance during our meditation on emptiness acts as 
an obstacle to our perceiving emptiness directly. There­
fore before we can thoroughly mix our mind and 
emptiness together, we need to prevent the appearance of 
conventional objects during our emptiness meditation. 

A profound method of overcoming the appearance of 
conventional objects during our meditation on emptiness 
is to meditate on the two truths being the same entity. If 
we do this we shall find it easier to dissolve all 
appearances into emptiness. Therefore, sometimes we 
should meditate on emptiness and sometimes we should 
meditate on the two truths being the same entity. 
Eventually we can overcome completely the unwanted 
appearance of conventional objects during our meditation 
on emptiness. We shall then gain a direct realization of 
emptiness enabling our mind to mix with emptiness like 
water poured into water. 

If we realize the two truths are the same entity, all 
conventional objects will become equalized in the state of 
emptiness; we shall understand that all conventional 
objects are equal in the sense that they are manifestations 
of emptiness and are the same entity as emptiness. Before 
realizing tl)is, we tend to have a very unbalanced view of 
conventional objects; some appear to be inherently 
attractive and others inherently repellent. As a result we 
develop attachment towards some and anger or hatred 
towards others. Even with regard to a single object we 
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sometimes have strong anger and sometimes strong 
desire. This leads to a discontented, agitated mind and as 
a result we create many unwholesome actions, causing us 
to experience continual problems. If we meditate on the 
two truths being the same entity, all objects become 
equalized in the state of emptiness and our unbalanced 
attitude decreases. 

The meditation on the fourth profundity of the aggregate of 
form (17) 

The fourth profundity is the profundity of th1~ two 
truths being nominally distinct. Although the two 1truths 
are the same entity, they are not identical. If we under­
stand clearly the distinction between the two truths while 
accepting that they are the same entity, we understand 
the fourth profundity. 

In the Essence of Wisdom Sutra there is no explicit 
expression of the fourth profundity of form, but it is 
implied in the statement of the third profundity: 'I\mpti­
ness is not other than form; form also is not other than 
emptiness.' Explicitly, this states that form and the 
emptiness of form are the same entity, but it also implies 
that the two can be distinguished. If we wish to realize 
the fourth profundity of form, we must understand both 
the ultimate nature and the conventional nature of form 
and be able to distinguish between them. The ultimate 
nature of form is form's emptiness of inherent existence 
and has already been discussed. We can now consider the 
conventional nature of form in more detail. 

Whereas the ultimate nature of form is a subtle 
phenomenon, the conventional nature of form has many 
aspects ranging from gross to subtle. We can consider a 
table as an example. The most gross conventional nature 
of a table includes the table's shape, colour and so forth. 
We can realize this level of the conventional nature of a 
table directly with our sense consciousness, enabling us 
to distinguish a table from non-tables and this table from 
that table. However, if we understand only the very gross 
conventional nature of a table it is difficult for us to 

67 



Heart of Wisdom 

distinguish the table that is a conventional truth from the 
inherently existent table that is conceived by self­
grasping. In order to make this distinction we need to 
realize more subtle aspects of the table's conventional 
nature. So it is with form in general; until we can 
distinguish form that is a conventional truth from 
inherently existent form, we do not have a complete 
understanding of form's conventional nature. 

If form were inherently existent, it would be indepen­
dent of all other phenomena. In fact, when we investigate, 
we find that form exists in dependence upon other 
phenomena. It follows that form is not inherently existent, 
but is a dependent-related phenomenon. 38 Since being 
dependent-related is the antithesis of being inherently 
existent, if we can identify form that is dependent-related, 
we can distinguish form that is a conventional truth from 
inherently existent form that is conceived by self­
grasping. Therefore, if we wish to gain a perfect 
understanding of the conventional nature of form we must 
recognize form as a dependent-related phenomenon. 

There are various way$ in which form exists in a 
dependent relationship with other phenomena. Some 
types of dependence are quite gross and are compar­
atively easy to understand; other types of dependence are 
subtle and more difficult to understand. There are 
five main ways in which form is a dependent-related 
phenomenon: 
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Not only form, but all impermanent phenomena are 
dependent-related in these five ways. Permanent 
phenomena, such as space and emptiness, do not arise in 
dependence on causes, but are dependent-related in the 
last four ways. 

1. a dependent-related phenomenon depending on causes 
All impermanent phenomena are produced in depen­

dence upon causes. It may be difficult in some cases to 
identify the cause that produced a particular phenom­
enon, and it may also be difficult to predict what effect 
will be produced by a particular collection of causes, but it 
is not very difficult to understand that in general all 
impermanent phenomena arise from appropriate causes. 
Before a new phenomenon can be produced, its causes 
must assemble. We can take the example of a sprout of 
wheat growing in a field. This sprout could not be 
produced unless its causes, such as a wheat seed, soil and 
moisture, were assembled. Even after a new phenom­
enon, such as a sprout of wheat, has been produced, it 
continues to undergo change. The sprout of wheat 
gradually grows and eventually produces its crop of grain. 
We can see these gross changes taking place over a period 
of time, but 'Ye also know that on the atomic level 
countless subtle changes take place in the sprout every 
moment. All these changes, both gross and subtle, take 
place in dependence upon causes and: conditions. The 
immediate cause of the sprout as it exists at a particular 
moment is the sprout as it existed in the previous 
moment, together with the surrounding conditions of 
moisture and so forth. Through the coming together of the 
sprout of the previous moment, soil and moisture, the 
sprout of the next moment is produced. If we investigate 
carefully, we shall understand that all changes in 
phenomena, however subtle, take place as a result of 
causes in this way. 

Since each momentary state of a phenomenon arises 
from causes that exist in the previous moment, it follows 
that we can trace back the causes of a phenomenon from 
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moment to previous moment in a chain of cause and effect 
without beginning. There is no starting point to this 
process because the causes of each moment of an 
impermanent phenomenon are themselves impermanent 
phenomena and therefore have their own causes. We can 
take our body as an example. Our body as it exists today 
was produced from our body of yesterday and from the 
food we ate, the air we breathed and so forth. Our body of 
yesterday was similarly produced from our body of the 
day before, and so on. Eventually we can trace back the 
causes of our present body to the sperm and ovum of our 
parents. These cells can also be traced back to previous 
causes in a process without beginning. 

A sprout of wheat and our body are both examples of 
the aggregate of form. Like these two examples, all forms 
are impermanent, undergoing momentary change in 
dependence upon causes in the way that has been 
described. Therefore all forms exist at a particular moment 
in dependence upon causes and are thus dependent­
related phenomena depending on causes. 

2. a dependent-related phenomenon depending on name 
As quoted earlier, Buddha said in the One Hundred 

Thousand Stanza Perfection of Wisdom Sutra, 'Shariputra, 
know that all phenomena are mere name.' This has 
already been illustrated by the example of a person called 
John being elected as the Chairman of a committee. In this 
example it is clear that the Chairman is no more than a 
name or label given to John. A chairman comes into 
existence in complete dependence upon the process of 
naming. The same is true of forms and all other phenom­
ena. Thus our body, a table, the colour blue and so forth 
all exist in dependence on their name. 

A doubt may arise that although 'my body' is a mere 
name, or label, there exists an object that performs the 
functions of my body and this object is more than jus1 
mere name. We may have the thought that there is ar 
object existing in its own right that is 'waiting', as it were 
to be called 'my body'. However if we examine the basi 
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of the name 'my body' we find it is merely an assembly of 
various parts -legs, arms, a head and so forth. We cannot 
find a single, discrete object that is, in itself, fit to be 
called 'my body'. Furthermore, if we investigate the parts 
of our body such as our legs, we find that they too are 
mere name. 'Leg' is merely a name given to a certain 
assembly of flesh and bones. Even 'flesh' itself is no more 
than a name given to a collection of certain cells. W1~ can 
proceed like this down to the smallest particle and we shall 
discover upon careful investigation that all forms and all 
other phenomena exist through being named. If we 
understand this, we realize that form is a dependent­
related phenomenon depending on name. 

3. a dependent-related phenomenon depending on parts 
All forms have parts. Taking our body as an example, it 

is clear that our body is composed of many parts. As 
already discussed, 39 our body is not identical with .its 
parts, nor is it independent of its parts. If our body were 
identical with its parts, such as our head, our arms and so 
forth, we would have many bodies, since there are many 
parts of our body. On the other hand, if our body were 
independent of its parts, we could remove all the parts of 
our body and our body itself would still remain. We must 
conclude that our body is different from its parts but is 
dependent upon them. This is true of all form and 
therefore form is a dependent-related phenomenon de­
pending on parts. 

4. a dependent-related phenomenon depending on a basis of 
imputation 

We say that we see our body when we see the parts of 
our body - our legs, arms and so forth. Similarly, other 
people develop the thought that they are seeing or 
touching our body when they see or touch parts of our 
body. Other than the parts of our body, we have no body 
to be seen or touched. Clearly, the parts of our body act as 
the basis of designating, or imputing, our body. Our body 
is merely imputed, and the basis of imputation Of our 
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body is the parts of our body. By convention, it is quite 
correct to impute 1my body' on the basis of our head, 
arms and so forth, and therefore the parts of our body are 
the valid basis of imputation of our body. However, 
sometimes we impute a phenomenon upon an invalid 
basis, as in the example of mistaking a toy rubber snake 
for a real snake. In this case the basis of imputation, a 
length of striped rubber, is not a valid basis for imputing 
a snake and therefore the snake that is imputed on this 
basis does not actually exist. A phenomenon exists only if 
it is imputed upon a valid basis, and so no phenomenon exists 
without a basis of imputation. Thus form is a dependent­
related phenomenon depending on a basis of imputation. 

5. a dependent-related phenomenon depending on mere 
imputation by conception 

As explained above, form depends on a valid basis of 
imputation . .It follows that form must also depend on 
imputat~on by consciousness. For example, our body 
depends on its parts as a basis of imputation, but it also 
depends on the mind that imputes our body. These two, a 
valid basis of imputation and an imputing consciousness, 
need to come together in order to establish the existence 
of a phenomenon. 

The mind that imputes, or designates, an object, is a 
conceptual mind. The first way in which a conceptual 
rriin:d imputes an object is the process of naming; it is a 
conceptual mind that first imputes a name to a particular 
basis of imputation. The second way in which a concep­
tual mind imputes an object is by subsequently appre­
hending the appearance of the basis of imputation as the 
designated object. 

We can consider again the example of John being 
elected as th~ Chairman of his committee. The conceptual 
minds that originally designate John as 'the Chairman' 
impute 'Chairman' in the first manner. Through this 
process of naming, a new phenomenon, 'the Chairman', 
comes into existence. Subsequently, any conceptual mind 
that apprehends John as 'the Chairman' imputes 'Chair-
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Samantabhadra 
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man' in the second manner. In the case of the Chairman it 
is not difficult to understand that the phenomenon is 
imputed by conception. Through careful investigation we 
can realize that forms and all other phenomena are also 
imputed by conception in this way. 

Form is dependent on mere imputation by conception 
because apart from the imputation by conception there is 
no form to be found at all. Again, considering the example 
of the Chairman can help us to understand this. Clearly, if 
no conceptual mind designates John as the Chairman, 
there is no chairman anywhere. If we examine John's 
aggregates in search of a chairman, or an indication of a 
chairman, we shall find no such thing. Apart from the 
mere imputation by conception there is no chairman at 
all. Although it is perhaps more difficult to realize, the 
same is true of forms such as our body and all other 
phenomena. Thus form is a dependent-related phenom­
enon depending on mere imputation by conception. 

The five ways in which form is dependent upon other 
phenomena have been described in order of increasing 
subtlety. It is not difficult to realize that form is a 
dependent-related phenomenon depending on causes -
the least subtle type of dependence- whereas it is very 
difficult to realize that form is a dependent-related 
phenomenon depending on mere imputation by concep­
tion - the most subtle type of dependence. 

The fact that a phenomenon is dependent-related can 
be used as a reason for establishing the emptiness of the 
phenomenon. For example, if we realize that our body is a 
dependent-related phenomenon depending upon causes, 
this can lead to the inferential realization that our body is 
empty of inherent existence. If our body were inherently 
existent it would have its own existence independent of 
all other phenomena and therefore would not depend 
upon causes for its existence. The fact that our body does 
depend on causes is a clear indication that our body is not 
inherently existent. Similarly, our body being dependent 
upon name, parts and a basis of imputation can also be 
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used as reasons to establish an inferential realization of 
our body's emptiness of inherent existence. 

The fifth type of dependence - dependence on mere 
imputation by conception - is the subtle conventional 
nature of phenomena and therefore cannot be rea1ized 
before realizing emptiness. Since a reason used in the 
establishment of an inference must already be realized 
before the inference can be generated, it follows that in 
practice the fifth type of dependence cannot be the reason 
used to gain an initial realization of emptiness. 

The first type of dependence is the easiest to realize and 
therefore can be used first as as reason in establishing 
emptiness. If our wisdom increases we can realize the 
more subtle types of dependence and then these too can 
be used to establish emptiness. Although the first four 
types of dependence can all be used as reasons in 
establishing emptiness, the more subtle the dependence 
the more powerful it is as a reason. 

There are many logical reasons that can be us·ed to 
establish the emptiness of inherent existence of phenom­
ena, but many texts have praised dependent-relatedness 
as 'the king of logical reasons' because of its special 
power. It is such a powerful reason because being 
dependent-related is the direct opposite of being inher­
ently existent. Ordinary beings conceive each phenom­
enon to have its own existence within itself, quite 
separate from, and independent of, other phenomena. A 
realization that phenomena in fact exist in dependence 
upon other phenomena directly undermines this false 
conception of inherent existence. 

When we realize that form is dependent-related to 
other phenomena in the five ways described, we gain a 
thorough understanding of the conventional nature of 
form. We shall then be able to distinguish the conven­
tional nature of form from the inherently existent nature 
that is conceived by self-grasping. Having realized both 
the conventional nature and the ultimate nature of form, 
we shall be able to distinguish clearly between the n.vo yet 
realize that they are the same entity. When we have 
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gained this understanding, we have realized the fourth 
profundity of form. 

With the realization ofjust the first profundity, without 
having realized the other profundities, the two truths may 
appear to be contradictory. In this case, when we 
contemplate the conventional nature of a phenomenon it 
is difficult to accept that the phenomenon is empty of 
inherent existence, and when we contemplate the 
phenomenon's emptiness it is difficult to establish its 
conventional nature. However, when we gain a thorough 
understanding of the four profundities, we shall realize 
that the two truths are mutually supporting. Then, when 
we recognize conventional truths as dependent-related 
our realization of emptiness is strengthened, and when 
we recall emptiness our recognition of conventional 
truths as dependent-related is reinforced. If we realize all 
four profundities, we shall understand that form appears 
to our mind because form is empty of inherent existence, 
not in spite of its emptiness. 

The meditation on the four profundi;ies of the aggregates of 
feeling, etc. (18} 

'Likewise, feeling, discrimination, compositional 
factors and consciousness are empty.' 

Having revealed the four profundities of the aggregate 
of form, A valokiteshvara now explains that the four 
profundities apply in the same way to the remaining 
aggregates of feeling, discrimination, compositional fac­
tors and consciousness. This is the meaning of the next 
section of the sutra quoted above. 

The first profundity of feeling is feeling's emptiness of 
inherent existence. If we are an ordinary being, when we 
develop a pleasant feeling we conceive that feeling. to 
have its own existence within itself. As a result we 
develop strong attachment to pleasant feelings and be­
come upset when we cannot attain them or when they 
fade. Similarly when we develop an unpleasant feeling, 
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the feeling seems to be inherently unpleasant and existing 
from its own side. However, if we investigate carefully, 
we discover that feelings are not inherently existent in the 
way that we conceive them to be. 

If feelings were inherently existent, they would exist 
independently of .,all other phenomena. In fact, we know 
that feelings arise in dependence upon other phenomena. 
For example, if someone caresses our body gently, we 
may develop a pleasant feeling, whereas if a person hits 
us sharply we develop an unpleasant feeling. In these 
examples it is clear that feelings are impermanent and 
arise in dependence upon causes. From this we can know 
that feelings are not inherently existent. 

The remaining profundities oi feeling can be estab­
lished in the same way as those o:f forrr~: feeling is a 
manifestation of the emptiness of feeling; feeling and the 
emptiness of feeling are the same entity; feeling and the 
emptiness of feeling are nominally distinct. 

The four profundities also apply to the remaining 
aggregates of discrimination, compositional factors and 
consciousness. Through the type of reasoning already 
described, we can gain an inferential \:inderstanding of 
both the ultimate nature and the conventional nature of 
all five aggregates. Meditating on the two truths in this 
way with the motivation of the mind of enlightenment is, 
the method of practising the perfection of wisdom while 
on the mahayana paths of accumulation and preparation. 

Although in the sutra Avalokiteshvara explicitly ex­
plains the two truths on the basis of the five aggregates, 
his answer also implicitly explains the two truths of 
persons, since a person comprises five aggregates. Broadly, 
a person's body is the aggregate of form and the 
person's mind can be divided into the remaining aggre­
gates of feeling, discrimination, compositional factors and 
consciousness. Because persons comprise their five 
aggregates, if we understand the four profundities of the 
five aggregates, it is not difficult to understand the four 
profundities of persons. 
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Persons, or beings, can be considered in two categories: 
oneself and other beings. Other beings include all other 
humans, all animals and any other living beings that 
possess mind. Although the four profundities ~ppl~ to 
both oneself and others in just the same way, the Implica­
tions are more powerful when we apply them to ourself. 

Until we have realized the emptiness of persons, we 
conceive ourself to be inherently existent. We conceive of 
a 'me' or 'I' that has its own independent existence. The 'I' 
that we grasp is neither our body n\)r our mind, but 
appears to be a self-existent en~ity existing independently 
of our body and mind. The meaning of an inherently 
existent 'I' is an 'I' that exists from its own side without 
depending on other phenomena. If we check carefully we 
shall realize that this is precisely how we consider 
ourselves to exist at present. 

If there were an inherently existent 'I' it could be 
mentally or physically separated from other phenomena 
since it would not depend upon them. Therefore if our 'I' 
really is inherently existent we must be able to find it by 
analysis. We can carry out an investigation to see whether 
we can in fact find our 'I' just as we tried earlier to find 
our body. 

Our 'I' must be either the same as our five aggregates or 
different to them- there is no other possibility. We can 
check first whether we can find an 'I' that is the same as 
our five aggregates. When we consider our aggregates, 
five different phenomena appear to our mind - the 
aggregates of form, feeling, discrimination, compositional 
factors and consciousness. If our 'I' is identical with our 
five aggregates, then when we consider our 'I', five 
different phenomena should also appear to our mind. But 
there. is no one who considers his 'I' to be five-fold in this 
way. The 'I' that we cling to is definitely single and 
therefore we can conclude it is not identical with the five 
aggregates. Also, the fact that we talk of my body and my 
mind indicates that we consider our 'I' to be the possessor 
of our physical and mental aggregates rather than to be 
the aggregates themselves. 
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We can now check whether we can find an 'I' that is 
different to the five aggregates. If our 'I' can be found 
upon analysis and it is different to our aggregates then we 
can remove our aggregates and our 'I' will remain. 
However, if we do remove our physical and mental 
aggregates there is no· part of us remaining - there is 
definitely no 'I' existing separately from our aggregates. 
Also, if we check carefully we shall realize that we cannot 
be perceived without our aggregates being perceived. 
This indicates that our 'I' does not exist separately from 
our aggregates. 

By carrying out this type of analysis we can satisfy 
ourselves that there is nothing we can point to and 
identify as our 'I' - our aggregi:!.tes are not our 'I' and there 
is no 'I' to be found that is different to our aggregates. The 
conclusion must be that there is no 'I' that can be found 
upon analysis and thus there is no inherently existent 'I'. 
It follows that the very concrete 'I' that appears vividly to 
our mind and seems to be in charge of our mind and body 
is only a mental fabrication and has no existence in 
reality. If through meditation -wc?:;:-~alize this, the strong 
appearance of an inherently existent 'I' will fade and we 
shall perceive an emptines.s in its place. If we have carried 
out a correct analysis, the emptiness that appears to our 
mind at that time is the emptiness of inherent existence of 
our self. We can apply the same arguments to realize the 
emptiness of inherent existence of other persons and 
thereby realize the first profun'dity of persons. 

Having realized the first profundity of persons, the 
second and third profundities follow as they did in the 
case of the five aggregates. Like the aggregates, persons 
are a manifestation of emptiness: this is the second 
profundity of persons. Also, there is no person that is 
separate from the emptiness of the person. Realizing this, 
we can understand the third profundity of persons, which 
is that a person and the emptiness of the person are the 
same entity. The fourth profundity of persons is the 
nominal distinction between the conventional nature and 
the ultimate nature of persons. In order to gain a proper 
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understanding of the conventional nature of persons it is 
necessary to recognize persons as dependent-related 
phenomena. As in the case of the five aggregates, persons 
are dependent-related phenomena on five levels. 

1. a dependent-related phenomenon depending on causes 
It is not difficult to realize that we and all other beings 

arise in dependence on causes. To begin with, our birth as 
a human being quite clearly depended upon our parents 
and many other conditions. Since then we have under­
gone countless changes and all these changes have 
occurred as a result of various causes and conditions. The 
way we exist at any particular moment is therefore the 
result of a chain of cause and effect with no beginning. By 
considering this we can understand that a person is a 
dependent-related phenomenon depending on causes. 

2. a dependent-related phenomenon depending on name 
The example has already been given of a person called 

John being elected as the Chairman of a committee. It is 
quite clear that the phenomenon 'Chairman' is no more 
than a name given to John. There is no chairman existing 
in himself as a chairman. We may feel that although this is 
true of 'Chairman', John himself is more than mere name. 
However, if we consider the matter carefully we can 
understand that John exists in the same way as the 
chairman. 'John' is merely a name given to a particular 
collection of aggregates and thus John comes into exis­
tence through being named. We might argue that before 
John is named there exists a person whatever we choose 
to call him, and this person exists independently of any 
name. But again if we check carefully we shall discover 
that to call the collection of a mind and body a 'person' is 
also a process of naming and is not fundamentally 
different to calling such a collection 'the Chairman'. Even 
'me' or 'I' are merely names given to the collection of our 
aggregates: we cannot find a 'me' that exists indepen­
dently of this name. It follows that persons, like all other 
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:phenomena, are dependent-related phenomena depend­
mg on name. 

3. a dependent-related phenomenon depending on parts 
A person, like other objects, has many parts. We can 

consider a person as consisting of the five aggregates 
already discussed and each of these aggregates can be 
further divided. If the various parts of a person's body 
and minci were removed there would be no person 
remaining at all. This indicates that a person is a 
dependent-related phenomenon depending on parts. 

4. a dependent-related phenomenon depending on a basis of 
imputation 

As already discussed a person exists in dependence on 
name. However a name alone is not sufficient to establish 
the existence of a person. We cannot point to an empty 
space and validly call it Peter! In order to establish the 
existence of a person there must be a valid basis of 
designation, orj.mputation, of that person. The valid basis 
of imputation of a persUTt'i:;--the person's five aggregates. 
Thus, when we see Peter's form aggregate we say that we 
are seeing Peter. In this example Peter's form aggregate 
acts as the principal basis of imputing Peter. Similarly, if 
we are experiencing an unpleasant feeling we say that we 
are unhappy. In this case our aggregate of feeling acts as 
the principal basis of imputing 'me'. As already explained 
the five aggregates of a person are not the person but they 
act a& the basis upon which the person is imputed. 
Without this basis there is no person . .It follows that a 
person is a dependent-related phenomenon depending 
on a basis of imputation. 

5. a dependent-related phenomenon depending on mere 
imputation by conception 

It has been shown that a person depends on name and 
on a basis of imputation. However these two alone do not 
establish the existence of a person. There must also be a 
conceptual consciousness that imputes the name upon the 
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basis ·of imputation. For example, a person called Peter 
comes into existence through a conceptual mind giving 
this name to a collection of five aggregates. Subsequently, 
other conceptual minds will apprehend this person's five 
aggregates as 'Peter'. Similarly our conceptual mind 
imputes 'me' or 'I' upon our five aggregates. If we try to 
find a 'me' that is more than this mere imputation by 
conception we shall be unsuccessful. Therefore a person is 
a dependent-related phenomenon depending on mere 
imputation by conception. 

By realizing that we, as a person, are a dependent­
related phenomenon in the five ways described, we can 
clearly identify the 'I' that is a conventional truth a,nd 
distinguish it from the inherently existent 'I' that appears 
to our mind yet does not exjst. If we correctly recognize 
the conventional nature of ourself and other persons in 
this way, as well as realizing that persons are empty of 
inherent existence, we shall have a proper understanding 
of the fourth profun~iity with regard to persons. 

Through realizing' the four profundities of persons, we 
can understand both the ultimate and conventional 
nature of ourself and others. This understanding is 
essential if we wish to overcome our delusions, the source 
of our suffering, since most of our deluded states of mind 
are rooted in the belief that there is an inherently existent 
'me' or self. Through this belief, we generate the mind 
that strongly wishes to protect and cherish this self_ which 
then leads us to develop anger, attachment, jealousy, 
pride and so forth. These delusions destroy our peace of 
mind and cause us to create actions that perpetuate our 
dissatisfaction and suffering. In fact, if we investigate 
carefully we shall realize that all our unhappiness is 
caused by our mind of self-cherishing, 40 which in turn is 
based on grasping at an inherently existent self. It is 
therefore very important that we gain a proper under­
standing of the four profundities of persons. 

The part of Avalokiteshvara's answer revealing the four 

82 



The Paths of Accumulation and Preparation - (2) 

profundities of the five aggregates and, indirectly, of 
persons has now been discussed. This section of the sutra 
provides an extensive explanation of how to practise the 
perfection of wisdom on the mahayana paths of accumu­
lation and preparation. On these paths we need to gain an 
inferential realization of the two truths in dependence 
upon correct reasoning in the way described. 
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6 The Path of Seeing 

An explanation of how to practise the perfection of w£sdom on 
the path of seeing (19) 

'Shariputra, like this all phenomena are merely 
empty, having no characteristics. They are not 
produced and do not cease. They have no defile­
ment and no s~!'~t-ion from defilement. They 
have no decrease and no increase.' 

In this part of his answer, Avalokiteshvara explains 
how we should practise the perfection of wisdom while 
on the mahayana path of seeing, the third mahayana path. 
The meaning of his answer will be explained after a brief 
description of the way in which a bodhisattva achieves 
the path of seeing. 

On the paths of accumulation and preparation we 
realize emptiness with a conceptual mind by relying upon 
correct reasons that we have previously established firmly 
in our mind. When we first realize emptiness in this way, 
we have the experience that our mind and emptiness are 
quite separate. Our mind appears to be on one side and 
its object, emptiness, appears to be on the other side; the 
two are not mixed. Although such a realization of 
emptiness is a profound attainment, it does not have the 
power to overcome our delusions completely. Before we 

85 



Heart of Wisdom 

can completely overcome our delusions we need to gain a 
direct realization of emptiness with a non-conceptual 
mind that is able to mix with emptiness like water poured 
into water. In order to achieve a direct realization of 
emptiness we need to gradually close the gap between our 
mind and emptiness by overcoming dualistic appearance 
during our meditation. 

Whenever a conventional object appears to the mind of 
a sentient being, not only does the object itself appear to 
the mind, but also the inherent existence of the object 
appears simultaneously. The appearance to a mind of an 
object together with the appearance to that mind of the 
object's inherent existence is known as dualistic appear­
ance. Any mind that has dualistic appearance is a 
mistaken consciousness because its object mistakenly 
appears to be inherently existent. All minds of sentient 
beings except the wisdom of meditative equipoise of a 
superior being ·are mistaken consciousnesses because all 
these minds have dualistic appearance. 41 

Dualistic appearance is the principal obstacle to 
realizing emptiness directly. If a mind experiences 
dualistic appearance, inherent existence appears to that 
mind and this appearance prevents the direct perception of 
emptiness. In order to prevent dualistic appearance during 
our meditation on emptiness we must overcome the 
appearance of all conventional objects during our medi­
tation so that the only object that we perceive at that time is 
profound emptiness. 

Since the mind that realizes emptiness while we are on 
the paths of accumulation and preparation is a conceptual 
mind, the appearance of emptiness to that mind is mixed 
with the appearance of the generic image of emptiness. 
Although emptiness itself is an ultimate truth the generic 
image of emptiness is a conventional truth. Therefore in 
order to prevent dualistic appearance during our medi­
tation on emptiness we must eventually overcome the 
appearance of the generic image of emptiness and thereby 
perceive emptiness directly. 

When we first realize emptiness conceptually, we still 
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have gross dualistic appearance during our meditation on 
emptiness; there is still the strong appearance of conven­
tional objects, and consequently there is a large gap 
between our mind and emptiness. If we continue to 
meditate on emptiness and improve our realization, the 
appearance of conventional objects becomes weaker dur­
ing our meditation on emptiness. In this way the dualistic 
appearance becomes more subtle and the gap that we 
experience between our mind and its object, emptiness, 
becomes smaller. As we progress towards the end of the 
path of preparation, the appearance of the generic image 
of emptiness fades and the appearance of emptiness itself 
becomes stronger. Eventually the appearance of the 
generic image of emptiness ceases completely and we 
realize emptiness directly with a non-conceptual mind 
that is free frort dualistic appearance. When we develop 
this mind, we have no experience of our mind and 
emptiness being separate; they appear to be mixed 
together and indistinguishable - like water poured into 
water. At the moment we realize emptiness directly in this 
way, we have ente:::-ed the path of seeing and have become a 
superior being. At that moment also we have become a 
sangha jewel, and thus an ooject of refuge. The direct 
realization of emptiness of the path of seeing is much 
more powerful than the conceptual realization of empti­
ness of the previous paths. With this direct realization of 
emptiness we can begin to overcome the seeds of 
delusions. 42 

When we first realize emptiness directly we achieve the 
uninterrupted path of the path of seeing. It is called an 
uninterrupted path because on this path we abandon 
without interruption all our intellectually formed delu­
sions and their seeds. An intellectually formed delusion is 
a delusion that has developed as a result of mistaken 
philosophical beliefs. For example, if we adhere to a 
philosophy that propounds the existence of an eternal, 
unchanging soul or self, the mind of self-grasping that 
results from this belief is an intellectually formed delu­
sion. The uninterrupted path of the path of seeing is a 
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wisdom of meditative equipoise that is the direct oppo­
nent to intellectually formed delusions and these are 
abandoned during a single meditative equipoise. 43 While 
remaining in that same meditative equipoise, the 
moment that we have abandoned our intellectually formed 
delusions, we have progressed to the released path of 
the path of seeing. It is called a released path because on 
this path we have been released from the delusions that 
we abandoned during the previous uninterrupted path. 
When we arise from the single meditative equipoise that 
comprises the uninterrupted path and the released path of 
the path of seeing, we are still on the path of seeing, but 
we are free from all intellectually formed delusions. Some 
delusions such as deluded doubt and certain wrong views 
are exclusively intellectually formed and are therefore 
completely abandoned on the path of seeing. Other 
delusions such as anger and attachment may be either 
innate 44 or intellectually formed and therefore they are not 
completely abandoned until the path of meditation. 
However, having realized emptiness directly, anger no 
longer arises even though it has not been completely 
abandoned at this stage. 

At the same time as attaining the mahayana path of 
seeing, we also attain the first ground45 of a bodhisattva. 
A bodhisattva on the first ground has many special 
qualities. For example, when we have attained this stage 
we experience no pain even if someone cuts our body 
piece by piece. Having realized directly that we and our 
body are empty of inherent existence, being merely 
imputed by conception, we feel no more pain when our 
body is cut than when we see a tree being cut. A 
bodhisattva on the first ground also possesses special 
qualities based on the number 'one hundred'. For 
example, such .a bodhisattva can see a hundred buddhas 
in the shortest instant, see a hundred aeons into the 
future and the past, and emanate a hundred bodies 
simultaneously. 46 If we know the many qualities pos­
sessed by someone who has gained the path of seeing, we 
shall understand that it is a very special attainment. 
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However, as long as we remain on the mahayana path of 
seeing we shall not be able to abandon all the obstacles 
preventing our full enlightenment. This is because our 
meditative equipoise on emptiness at this stage dot~s not 
have the power to eliminate innate delusions nor the 
imprints of delusions. 47 Therefore, while on the path of 
seeing we need to strengthen our direct realization of 
emptiness and strive to attain the higher mahayana paths. 

The w,,y to practise the perfection of wisdom :while on 
the mahayana path of seeing is explained by the next 
section of the sutra. It teaches that, having gained a direct 
realization of the emptiness of phenomena, we strengthen 
this realization by using eight objects as the basis of 
emptiness: 

1. the m:ture of phenomena 
2. the characteristics of phenomena 
3. the production of phenomena 
4. the cessation of phenomena 
s. the defilements of phenomena 
6. the separation from defilements of phenomena 
7. the decrease of phenomena 
8. the increase of phenomena 

If we realize the emptiness of these eight bases we shall 
understand that phenomena lack all trace of inherent 
existence. Although' the sutra principally expresses the 
emptiness of these eight bases, it also implicitly teaches 
their conventional existence. 

'Shariputra, like this all phenomena are merely empty' 
explains that, just like the nature of the five aggregates, 
the nature . of all phenomena is empty of inherent 
existence. Each and every phenomenon has its own 
particular nature but these natures exist only nominally; 
they are not inherently existent. 

The phrase 'having no characteristics' does not mean 
that phenomena do not have any characteristics at all, but 
rather that they do not have inherently existent character­
istics. In general, phenomena do have characteristics. The 
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characteristics of phenomena are those features that 
enable us to distinguish one particular phenomenon from 
another. If we do not have a clear understanding of the 
characteristics of a phenomenon we may easily confuse it 
with others. Avalokiteshvara's words implicitly teach that 
we need to develop a clear understanding of the particular 
characteristics of phenomena- such as emptiness, whole­
some actions and unwholesome actions - and apply this 
understanding to distinguish them correctly. If we fail to 
do this, we shall experience serious difficulties. 

Although it is important to be familiar with the 
characteristics of phenomena, all characteristics are empty 
of inherent existence. If a phenomenon's characteristics 
were inherently existent they would exist in themselves 
without depending on anything else, but this is not the 
case. For example, a house has many characteristics but 
none of them exists independently; they depend on the 
materials used in its construction, the work of its builders 
and so forth. If we investigate carefully, we can realize 
that all characteristics are dependent-related phenomena 
in this way and are therefore empty of inherent existence. 

'They are not produced' does not mean that phenomena 
are not produced at all, but that the production of 
phenomena is not inherently existent. All impermanent 
phenomena, such as our body, are in fact produced from 
causes. The body that we have today was produced from 
the.body we had yesterday. In this way the production of 
our body can be traced back to its original production 
from our parents' bodies. Similarly, our mind has arisen 
from previous moments of mind in a chain of production 
with no beginning. If we investigate, we shall discover 
that the entire external world system and all the beings 
within it have been produced from causes. Also, our inner 
experiences of the world and our resultant happiness and 
unhappiness arise from causes, the principal causes being 
the previous continuum of our consciousness and our 
past actions. Implicitly the sutra teaches that all imper­
manent phenomena, whether external or internal, are 
produced according to the principles of cause and effect. 
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However, the text mainly teaches that the production of 
phenomena is not inherently existent. We can be sure that 
production is empty of inherent existence because it quite 
clearly depends upon causes and conditions - if the 
appropriate causes are not assembled, production does not 
take place. As discussed earlier, if something depends 
upon other phenomena it is necessarily empty of inherent 
existence. 

The phrase 'and do not cease' indicates that, like 
production, the cessation of phenomena is not inherently 
existent. Any phenomenon that is produced also ceases. 
We can consider the cessation of phenomena on two 
levels, gross and subtle. Examples of gross cessation are 
the death of a person and the breaking of a glass vase:. In 
these cases the object changes to such an extent that there 
is no longf'r a suitable basis to impute that object - a 
corpse is not suitable to be called a person and fragmcents 
of glass are not suitable to be called a vase. Subtle 
cessation is the cessation of an object in a particular 
momentary state that leads to the production of the object 
in a new mumentary state. For example, we at this 
moment are a different person from the person we were a 
moment ago because we undergo many subtle changes 
from one moment to the next. The person we are at this 
moment can come into existence only through the 
cessation of the person we were a moment ago. This type 
of cessation is subtle cessation, because the change taking 
place in the object is so subtle that there continues to be a 
suitable basis for imputing the object. Thus, although the 
body and mind of a person called Peter undergo subtle 
changes from one moment to the next, they remain a 
suitable basis for imputing Peter. 

Indirectly~ this part of the sutra teaches gross and subtle 
impermanence. The realization of subtle impermanence is 
itself a very powerful antidote to the arising of delusions. 
If we realize subtle impermanence, we shall understand 
that the person who is reading this book today is not the 
person who went to bed last night. The person of 
yesterday had to cease in order for today' s person to be 
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produced, just as a seed must cease in order for a sprout to 
be formed. By realizing this, we can prevent many 
delusions arising. For example, if someone spoke harsh 
words to us yesterday, our realization of subtle imper­
manence will prevent us becoming angry with that 
person today, because we shall realize that the person 
who spoke the harsh words and the person to whom the 
words were spoken have both ceased. The person who 
stands before us to-day is a fresh, new person. He is not 
the person who spoke to us yesterday. According to 
dharma, if something is a functioning thing it is necessar­
ily newly developed. It is impossible for an impermanent 
phenomenon to remain for a second . moment after its 
production. It disintegrates immediate'ly. By remember­
ing this we can control not only our anger but also our 
other delusions such as attachment, jealousy and pride. 

Although all impermanent things undergo cessation, 
there is no inherently existent cessation. The cessation of 
an object is merely an imputed phenomenon. For example 
the gradual transformation of a seed into a sprout 
involves the cessation of the seed. However, there is not a 
point at which the seed, from its own side ceases to exist. 
Both the seed and the sprout are imputed phenomena, 
and the point- at which the seed has ceased and the 
sprout has been produced is also imputed by our 
conception. 

·'They have no defilement' means that although 
phenomena do have defilements, they do not have 
inherently existent defilements. Defilements refers to 
faults such as delusions, uncontrolled birth and uncon­
trolled death. Implicitly the text teaches that because 
defilements are a source of suffering, we should strive to 
abandon them. It is therefore very important to know our 
own faults, but it is a mistake to dwell on the faults of 
others. We are totally responsible for our own faults and 
we must take the responsibility to overcome them. If we 
have a good motivation and great skill we can sometimes 
help others to overcome their faults, but otherwise the 
faults of others should not concern us. Buddha said that 
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an ordinary being who knows his or her faults is a wise 
person. Also the great Indian teacher Atisha 48 said: 

Do not think about the shortcomings of others,. 
but instead examine your own faults and expel 
them as if they were poison. 
Do not think about your own qualities but dwell 
on the virtuous qualities of others and venerate 
them as if you were their servant. 

This advice is very useful if we wish to control our minds. 
If we do not practise in this way we shall constantly see 
faults in others and develop anger, pride and negative 
thoughts. If we look for faults in others, we shall definitely 
find them; for example, Devadhata, who was Buddha's 
cousin, even saw many faults in Buddha. Looking for 
faults in others merely disturbs our mind without pro­
ducing any benefits, and therefore, instead of looking for 
faults in others, we should investigate our own faults and 
try to abandon them. 

Althoug!-. -~..,e have faults and defilements, they a:re not 
inherenty existent. If they were, we would have no 
possibility of overcoming them, because if something is 
inherently existent, it exists independently and cannot be 
altered in any way. From our own experience we know 
that our faults can decrease if we apply the correct 
remedy. Through this slight experience we can under­
stand that it is possible to eradicate eventually all our 
faults and thereby become a buddha. All the faults that we 
possess are included in the two obstructions: delusion­
obstructions and obstructions to knowing. All our delu­
sions, such as ignorance, anger and attachment, are 
delusion-obstructions and our imprints of delusions are 
obstructions to knowing. Our delusion-obstructions prin­
cipally prevent us from achieving liberation from cyclic 
existence and our obstructions to knowing prindpaJly 
prevent us from realizing all objects of knowledge djrectly 
and simultaneously. Only buddhas have completely over­
come these two obstructions. 49 Therefore, anyone who 
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wishes to become free from all faults and endowed with 
all good qualities should develop the wish to achieve 
buddhahood. It is possible to attain this state because our 
defilements are not inherently existent but arise from 
causes that can be removed. 

The words 'and no separation from defilement' princi­
pally teach that separation from defilement is not inher­
ently existent. Implicitly, it also teaches that it is possible 
to achieve a separation from defilement that is depen­
dently existent. Such a separation is possible because 
every fault has an antidote and therefore in dependence 
upon its antidote the fault can be abandoned. 

Generally, when we apply an antidote to a fault we first 
achieve a temporary separation from the fault. For 
example, we can temporarily prevent anger arising by 
practising its antidote, patience, but the potential for 
anger to arise will remain. It is not until we become a 
superior being that we begin to abandon faults perman­
ently. Thereafter, we progressively abandon faults until 
we achieve buddhahood, the state completely free from all 
defilements and faults. If we abandon a fault permanently 
in dependence on a superior path, we achieve a true 
cessation. 50 The temporary separation from a defilement 
through wholesome practices is the foundation for 
achieving a true cessation in the future. 

'They have no decrease' means that although a 
phenomenon may decrease, the decrease is not inherently 
existent. We know from experience that phenomena may 
decrease or reduce in intensity. For example, at one 
moment we may experience very strong anger but later 
that anger subsides. Also positive qualities of mind, such 
as faith and compassion, can degenerate if they are not 
nurtured. Similarly, external objects such as rivers, forests 
and even mountains are also subject to decrease. We need 
to understand that it is the nature of all impermanent 
phenomena to decrease in this way, but we should also 
realize that the decrease is not inherently existent. If the 
decrease of phenomena were inherently existent it could 
not be affected by circumstances and phenomena would 
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be in a permanent state of decrease. We know that, in fact, 
phenomena can change from a state of decrease to a state 
of increase in dependence on causes and conditions. This 
is a clear indication that the decrease is not inherently 
existent. 

The words 'and no increase' teach that an increase in a 
phenomenon, like a decrease, is empty of inherent 
existence. It is the nature of all impermanent phenomena 
to undergo increase, but, as in the case of decrease, 
increase arises in dependence upon causes and condi­
tions and is empty of inherent existence. 

In summary, this section of the sutra principally teaches 
that phenomena are totally devoid of inherent existence 
by revealing that the nature and the attributes of phenom­
ena are themselves empty of inherent existence. As well 
as teaching the ultimate nature of phenomena, it implicitly 
teaches many aspects of conventional nature, such as 
subtle impermanence, cause and effect, and the abandon­
ment of defilements. 

This part of Avalokiteshvara's answer explains how we 
should practise the perfection of wisdom while on the 
mahayana path of seeing. It indicates that the principal 
object of meditation on the path of seeing is the 
emptiness of phenomena and that we can strengthen our 
realization of emptiness of phenomena by realizing that 
the eight objects, from the nature of phenomena to the 
increase of phenomena, are all empty of inherent exis­
tence. The answer also indicates that the mind that 
meditates on emptiness while on the path of seeing is a 
non-conceptual direct perceiver51 that is free from dualis­
tic appearance, and thus the only object that appears to 
this mind is emptiness - no conventional objects appear 
at all. Thus, with respect to this mind, 'phenomena are 
merely empty, having no characteristics'. 

95 



7 The Path of Meditation 

An explanation of how to practise the perfection of wisdom on 
the path of meditation (20) 

'Therefore, Shariputra, in emptiness there is 
no form, no feeling, no discrimination, no 
compositional factors, no consciousness. There is 
no eye, no ear, no nose, no tongue, no body, no 
mind; no form, no sound, no smell, no taste, no· 
tactile object, no phenomenon. There is no eye 
element and so forth up to no mind element and 
also up to no element of mental consciousness. 
There is no ignorance and no exhaustion of 
ignorance and so forth up to no ageing and death 
and no exhaustion of ageing and death. Likewise, 
there is no suffering, origin, cessation or path; no 
exalted wisdom, no attainment and also no non­
attainment.' 

In this next part of the sutra, Avalokiteshvara explains 
the practice of the perfection of wisdom on the mahayana 
path of meditation. Before discussing the meaning of his 
words, it will be helpful to describe the way in which the 
path of meditation is attained and how the bodhisattva 
progresses along this path. 

When we first achieve the direct realization of 
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emptiness and attain the path of seeing, our meditative 
equipoise on emptiness is able to overcome our intel­
lectually formed delusions but does not have the power to 
overcome our innate delusions. We remain on the path of 
seeing until we develop the wisdom of meditative 
equipoise that acts as the direct antidote to the most gross 
level of innate delusions. When we develop this wisdom, 
we have attained the path of meditation. 

The root cause of innate delusions is innate self­
grasping. Unlike intellectually formed self-grasping, this 
is not acquired through adopting a mistaken philosophy 
but arises instinctively in all beings in cyclic existence, 
including animals. Innate self-grasping is a mind ·that 
develops naturally and apprehends phenomena to be 
inherently existent. It gives rise to the basic motivating 
force of self-preservation in even the most primitive 
forms of animal life. As a result of this self-grasping, we 
develop other-innate delusions such as anger, attachment, 
pride and so forth. 

Each innate delusion can be considered as having nine 
degrees, or levels, ranging from a very gross level to a very 
subtle level. The names given to these nine levels of 
innate delusion, starting with the most gross, are as 
follows: 

1. big-big 4. big-medium 7. big-small 
2. medium-big 5. medium-medium 8. medium-small 
3. small-big 6. small-medium 9. small-small 

These nine levels of innate delusions are abandoned 
progressively during the path of meditation. They should 
not be considered as nine different entities like, for 
example, nine separate fires of different sizes. Instead, 
they are nine strengths or degrees of the same entity, like 
a single fire that can range from a great blaze to a tiny 
flame. 

A bodhisattva on the path of meditation abandons the 
most gross level of innate delusions first and then 
progressively abandons the more and more subtle levels 
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of the delusions. The process can be compared with 
washing very dirty clothes. When we start washing the 
clothes the heaviest dirt is quickly removed. As we 
continue to rub and soak the clothes we are able to wash 
away the less obvious ingrained dirt. Finally, if we are 
persistent, we are able to remove even the most subtle 
stains and our clothes become clean and pure. Similarly, 
on the path of meditation a bodhisattva begins by 
abandoning the most gross level of delusions and then 
removes the more subtle levels in stages. 

We achieve the path of meditation when, having 
already attained the path of seeing, we develop the 
meditative equipoise on emptiness that acts as the direct 
antidote to big-big innate self-grasping. At that moment 
we have left the path of seeing and have attained the 
uninterrupted path of the path of meaitation that is the 
antidote to big-big innate delusions. This uninterrupted 
path abandons the big-big level of innate delusions. As 
soon as we have abandoned this level of delusion,. we 
have progressed to the corresponding released path of the 
path of meditation. This released path is within the same 
meditative equipoise as the uninterrupted path but is a 
mind that is released from big-big delusions. 

When we emerge from this meditative equipoise on 
emptiness we are able to continue with our other 
activities and practices. We are still on the path of 
meditation but the strength of our innate delusions has 
been reduced to the medium-big level. We need to engage 
again in meditations on emptiness in order to develop the 
meditative equipoise that acts as a direct antidote to 
medium-big innate self-grasping. When this is achieved 
we have attained the uninterrupted path that abandons 
the medium-big level of innate delusions. Later within 
the same meditative equipoise we attain the correspond­
ing released path, our innate delusions having been 
reduced to the small-big level. In this way we abandon all 
nine levels of innate delusions progressively. 

When we have abandoned the small-small level of 
innate delusions, we have completely eradicated all our 
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delusions. We have then overcome delusion-obstructions 
and gained liberation froin cyclic existence. If we are 
following the hinayana path we have become a hinayana 
foe-destroyer, or arhat. If we are following the mahayana 
path we have achieved the eighth ground of a superior 
bodhisattva. 

If we attain the eighth ground of a superior bodhisattva 
we are still on the mahayana path of meditation but we 
are free from all delusions and their seeds. Before we can 
attain full enlightenment, or buddhahood, we need to 
abandon also the imprints of our delusions, which are the 
obstructions to knowing. As a result of these imprints we 
continue to experience dualistic appearance when we are 
not engaged in meditative equipoise on emptiness and 
this prevents our knowing all phenomena directly and 
simultaneously. In order to remove these final obstruc­
tions to buddhahood we must continue to meditate on 
emptiness and strengthen our realization. By doing so we 
successively abandon the gross, subtle and very subtle 
obstructions to knowing. When we abandon the gross 
obstructions to knowing, we attain the ninth ground and 
when we abandon the subtle obstructions to knowing we 
progress to the tenth ground. Full enlightenment, or 
buddhahood, is achieved when we abandon the very 
subtle obstructions to knowing. · 

The way to practise the perfection of wisdom on the 
path of meditation is explained by the next part of 
Avalokiteshvara's answer. His answer reveals that on the 
path of meditation we should continue to meditate on 
emptiness with a mind in which all dualistic appearances 
have ceased. 

The words 'Therefore, Shariputra, in emptiness there is 
no form, no feeling, no discrimination, no compositional 
factors, no consciousness' indicate that when a person on 
the mahayana path of meditation is engaged in medita­
tive equipoise on emptiness, the five aggregates do not 
appear to his or her mind of meditative equipoise. The 
five aggregates are conventional truths, and like all 
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conventional truths, when they appear to the mind of any 
being except a buddha they appear to be inherently 
existent. Thus, since a superior bodhisattva is not yet a 
buddha, if the five aggregates appear to his or her mind 
they appear falsely to be inherently existent. The mind of 
a superior bodhisattva engaged in meditative equipoise 
on emptiness, however, is free from all false appearances 
and therefore it follows that the five aggregates do not 
appear to that mind. If they did appear to this unmistaken 
mind it would imply that their appearance as inherently 
existent is not false, but true! 

The following section of the text from 'There is no eye, 
no ear ... ' up to ' . .. no tactile object, no phenomenon' 
indicates that the twelve sources are also empty of inh·~rent 
existence and likewise do not appear to the wisdom of 
meditative equipoise of a superior bodhisattva. The twelve 
sources are: 

1. eye source 7. form source 
2. ear source 8. sound source 
3. nose source 9. smell source 
4. tongue source 10. taste source 
5. body source 11. tactile object source 
6. mind source 12. phenomenon source 

Source, here, refers to the source of consciousness. The 
first six sources are the six sense powers, the eye source, 
for example, being the eye sense power. Each of the six 
sense powers is the specific dominant condition of one of 
the six consciousnesses - for example, the eye sense 
power is the specific dominant condition of eye con­
sciousness. A sense power is called the dominant condi­
tion of a consciousness because although other conditions 
are necessary for a consciousness to develop, it is 
principally through the power of its specific sense power 
that the consciousness arises. Without the respective 
sense power, it is impossible for a particular conscious­
ness to develop. For example, if there is no eye sense 
power, eye consciousness cannot be generated. 
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The first five sense powers are physical sense powers. 
These sense powers possess form. The eye sense power is 
the physical sense power associated with the eye organ 
that directly and specifically gives rise to eye conscious­
ness. It is not the physical eye organ itself, because a blind 
person may possess a complete eyeball but he does not 
possess an eye sense power. Even in the case of a 
normally sighted person, eye consciousness is not gener­
ated during sleep. This is because at that time the 
person's eye sense power has absorbed, even though the 
physical eye organ is still present. 

The other four physical sense powers are similar to the 
eye sense power. The ear sense power functions specifi­
cally to generate ear consciousness. No person can hear a 
sound unless he develops an ear consciousness and in 
order for the person to develop an ear consciousness he 
must possess an ear sense power. Similarly, a saucepan, 
for example, is unable to smell or taste the food put into it 
because it lacks a nose and tongue sense power and 
therefore cannot generate a nose or tongue consciousness. 
The fifth physical sense power, the body sense power, 
functions specifically to generate body consciousness, 
which is the consciousness that apprehends tactile ob­
jects, such as roughness, smoothness, heat and cold. 
Without a body sense power, sensations of touch cannot 
be experienced. Thus inanimate objects are insensitive to 
touch because they lack a body sense power. Also people 
who are partially paralysed may have a restricted ability 
to experience tactile objects as a result of their body sense 
power being impaired. 

The sixth sense power, the mind sense power, is the 
ser;tse power that functions specifically to generate mental 
consciousness. The mind sense power is itself a con­
sciousness and as such does not possess form. It is 
therefore a mental sense power rather than a physical 
sense power. The mind sense power is rather more 
difficult to understand than the physical sense powers but 
the way it functions can be illustrated by an example. If 
we look at a page of this book, we apprehend the page 
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with our eye consciousness in dependence upon our eye 
sense power. If we then close our eyes and recall the page 
to our mind, we shall apprehend the page with our mental 
consciousness. Before the mental consciousness that 
actually apprehends the page can be generated, a pre­
vious mental consciousness must develop that caus,es our 
mind to tum towards remembering the page. This 
previous mental consciousness is the mind sense power 
with respect to the mental consciousness that apprehends 
the page. Every moment of mental consciousness must 
have a previous moment of mental consciousness as its 
mental sense power in order to be generated. 

The last six of the twelve sources are called object 
sources since they act as a source of consciousness by 
being the objects that appear to consciousness. The :first of 
the six object sources, form source, does not refer to the 
aggregate of form but refers only to visual form, which is 
the object of eye consciousness. Sound source, smell 
source, taste source, and tactile object source are the 
respective objects of ear, nose, tongue and body con­
sciousness. The last of the six object sources, phenom­
enon source, refers specifically to phenomena that appear 
exclusively to mental consciousness, such as permanent 
phenomena. The other five object sources can also .appear 
to mental consciousness. For example, we can recall. visual 
forms, sounds and so forth with our mental conscious­
ness- but these objects are not included in phenomenon 
source. 

Each moment of consciousness has an object that is its 
object condition. Just as consciousness cannot arise 
without a sense power as its dominant condition, neither 
can it arise without an object as its object condition. The 
six object sources act as the objects of the six conscious­
nesses and are therefore a necessary condition for con­
sciousness to arise. 

Avalokiteshvara's words teach that although the six 
sense powers and the six object sources are essential 
conditions for the generation of consciousness, they are 
not inherently existent. When it is stated that there is no 
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eye, no ear, and so forth, it means that the twelve sources 
do not appear to the meditative equipoise of a superior 
being. For such a mind, all conventional appearances such 
as the twelve sources have dissolved into emptiness. 

The next part of the text, from 'There is no eye 
element ... ' to ' ... no element of mental conscious­
ness' refers to the eighteen elements: 52 

1. eye element 10. taste element 
2. ear element 11. tactile object element 
3. nose element 12. phenomenon element 
4. tongue element 13. element of eye consciousness 
5. body element 14. element of ear consciousness 
6. mind element 15. element of nose consciousness 
7. form element 16. element of tongue consciousness 
8. sound element 17. element of body consciousness 
9. smell element 18. element of mental consciousness 

The eighteen elements are a comprehensive classifica­
tion of all phenomena. There are many different ways in 
which phenomena can be categorised, for example, into 
permanent and impermanent phenomena, conventional 
truths and ultimate truths, and so forth. The division into 
the eighteen elements is a method of classifying phenom­
ena in terms of their nature. The first twelve elements are 
the. twelve sources already described. The last six ele­
ments are the six consciousnesses that arise in depen­
dence upon the twelve sources. 

Through the meeting of the six objects and the six sense 
powers we develop the six consciousnesses. The objects, 
the sense powers and the consciousnesses are mutually 
dependent. For example, if we have an eye sense power 
but there is no blue colour we shall not develop an eye 
consciousness seeing blue. However, if our eye sense 
power and the object blue colour do meet, then an eye 
consciousness seeing blue will develop. The same princi­
pal applies to the other consciousnesses. 

Through internal investigation we can understand not 
only how the various consciousnesses develop but also 
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what their functions and effects are. For example, our eye 
consciousness beholds various forms and this can func­
tion to produce various effects. When our eye conscious­
ness sees beautiful forms it can cause us to generate 
desire, or if our eye consciousness sees unpleasant objects 
it may cause anger to develop. In the case of ordinary 
beings, even if their eye consciousness perceives a neutral 
object it generally causes ignorance to arise in their mind. 
Thus for those who have not trained in dharma, even the 
development of eye consciousness causes delusions to 
arise and so indirectly causes many problems. Eye 
consciousness also induces various feelings and as a result 
we can later develop many distracting conceptual thoughts. 
This is a particular problem for those who wish to 
meditate seriously. Indeed, some sincere meditators may 
develop the thought that it would be better if they were 
blind! Then they would be unable to see anything and 
would develop less distractions during their meditation. 
Because our sense consciousnesses can give rise to 
distracting thoughts, it is recommended that we go to a 
very isolated place to do serious meditation, particularly 
when we try to achieve tranquil abiding. 

A single object may be dependent on a collection of 
many elements. For example, an apple is composed of 
elements of form, smell, taste, tactile object and so forth. 
Modern scientists have developed great skill in investi­
gating the elements, or natures, of external objects. As a 
result they have been able to discover the various 
properties of matter and have applied this knowledge to 
change the environment and to create new materials, 
elaborate machines and so forth. Most scientists are 
principally concerned with very detailed studies of the 
elements of form, sound, smell, taste and tactile object, 
these being the objects of the five sense consciousnesses. 

In a similar way, it is possible to study in detail the 
remaining elements, such as the subtle objects of mental 
consciousness and consciousness itself. These elements 
cannot be studied using the same tools as those used to study 
the objects of the sense consciousnesses. Consciousness 
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and subtle phenomena such as emptiness cannot be 
studied using microscopes, chemical analysis or particle 
accelerators. The most effective tool to use is wisdom. 
Using our wisdom we can investigate the fine workings 
of the mind and discover the ultimate nature of phenom­
ena. The understanding we acquire in this way will 
enable us to develop a peaceful, happy mind and build 
the foundation for achieving liberation and enlighten­
ment. 

Avalokiteshvara's words implicitly teach the conven­
tional nature of the eighteen elements and their impor­
tance in understanding the multiplicity of phenomena, 
but principally they teach that the eighteen elements are 
not inherently existent and do not appear to the medita­
tive equipoise of a superior being. Although the eighteen 
elements appear to be inherently existent, this appearance 
is false - in fact, the elements are merely imputed by 
conception. 

The next part of Avalokiteshvara's answer, from 'There 
is no ignorance ... ' up to ' . .. and no eXhaustion of 
ageing and death', refers to two sets of twelve dependent­
related links. The first set of twelve dependent-related 
links are links or stages in the process through which 
sentient beings remain trapped within cyclic existence 
taking one contaminated rebirth after another. These 
twe.lve links are as follows: 

1. dependent-related ignorance 
2. dependent-related compositional action 
3. dependent-related consciousness 
4. dependent-related name and form 
5. dependent-related six sources 
6. dependent-related contact 
7. dependent-related feeling 
8. dependent-related craving 
9. dependent-related grasping 

10. dependent-related existence 
11. dependent-related birth 
12. dependent-related ageing and death 
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The dependent-related ignorance that is the first link is 
a specific type of ignorance. It is a mind of self-grasping 
that motivates a person to create an action that is the 
cause for taking rebirth in cyclic existence. 53 Such a mind 
is called ignorance because it grasps phenomena as 
inherently existent through being ignorant of their true 
nature. 

The second link, dependent-related compositional 
action, is an action, or karma, that is the projecting cause 
for taking a rebirth in cyclic existence. Since its effect :i.s to 
project, or throw, us into a rebirth in cyclic existence, it is 
also called throwing karma. Although a compositional 
action is motivated by the first link, dependent-related 
ignorance, it may be virtuous or non-virtuous depending 
on the intention accompanying it. A virtuous composi­
tional action leads to a cyclic rebirth in one of the three 
higher realms, whereas a non-virtuous compositional 
action leads to a cyclic rebirth in one of the three lower 
realms. 

The third link, dependent-related consciousness, does 
not refer to consciousness in general, but only to the 
consciousness that receives the imprint of a dependent­
related compositional action. Each compositional action, 
such as the non-virtuous action of killing, leaves an 
imprint upon our consciousness. This imprint remains in 
our continuum of consciousness as a seed-like potency 
until the circumstances arise that activate it to produce the 
effect of a rebirth in cyclic existence. 

The fourth link is dependent-related name and form. 
This link is the five aggregates of a person at the moment 
of rebirth, 'form' being the form aggregate and 'name' 
being the other four aggregates. We can take our own 
birth as an example. We took our present rebirth as a 
human being when our consciousness entered the ferti­
lized ovum in our mother's womb. At that moment we 
comprised five rudimentary aggregates; our form aggre­
gate was the physical form of the fertilized ovum and the 
remaining aggregates of feeling and so forth were also 
present. Our five aggregates at that moment are an 
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example of the fourth link, dependent-related name and 
form. The last four aggregates are called 'name' because 
they serve as a basis of naming or identifying a person 
even in the case of a person in the formless realm who 
lacks a form aggregate. 

The dependent-related six sources, which are the fifth 
link, are the si~ sense powers when they first develop after 
rebirth. In the case of our present rebirth as a human being, 
we had the mind sense power and body sense power from 
the moment of conception, but the remaining four sense 
powers of eye, ear, nose and tongue were generated 
gr~dually as we developed in the womb. 

The sixth link is dependent-related contact. Contact is 
a mental factor that accompanies every moment of 
consciousness. It arises from the coming together of an 
object, a sense power and a consciousness. Its function is 
to know an object as attractive, unattractive or neutral. 

In dependen·ce on contact we develop the seventh link, 
dependent-related feeling. Whereas contact knows an 
object as attractive, unattractive or neutral, feeling is the 
mental factor that experiences the object as pleasant, 
unpleasant or neutral. Whenever we cognize an object we 
generate a pleasant, unpleasant or neutral feeling. 

Dependent-related craving, the eighth link, is a 
particular form of attachment that nourishes, or activates, 
the potency to take our next rebirth that was left on our 
consciousness by a previous dependent-related composi­
tional action. This type of attachment occurs at the time of 
our death. Normally at that time we develop a strong 
attachment towards what we grasp as 'me', and towards 
our body, friends, possessions and so forth. This craving 
activates the potential to take our next rebirth. 

The ninth link is dependent-related grasping. This is 
also a type of attachment but is more intense than craving. 
Craving can be compared with the strong desire to smoke 
a cigarette that is developed by someone who has recently 
given up smoking. Grasping is like that desire when it 
becomes so strong that it forces the person out of his 
house in search of a cigarette. Dependent-related grasp-
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ing is the grasping that develops after dependent-related 
craving and it activates more powerfully the potential to 
take our next rebirth. 

The tenth link, dependent-related existence, is the 
mental factor intention that is induced by the previous 
links of craving and grasping. It is called existence 
because it is the immediate cause of taking a new rebirth 
in cyclic existence; this is an example of the name of the 
effect being given to the cause. Intention in general is 
mental action and the nature of intention determines 
whether a mind is wholesome or not. If the mental factor 
intention is wholesome, the mind that it accompanies is 
necessarily wholesome. Conversely, if the intention is 
unwholesome, the mind it accompanies is also unwhole­
some. 

Although craving and grasping are delusions, they can 
induce a wholesome mind at the time of death. For 
example, they can induce a mind that takes refuge in, and 
prays to, holy beings. In such a case, the tenth link, 
dependent-related existence, is a wholesome action and it 
is certain that an imprint left by a wholesome composi­
tional action will be activated. The person will then take a 
fortunate rebirth as a human or a god. On the other hand, 
if the craving and grasping induce an unwholesome 
mind, such as anger, then the tenth link is an unwhole­
some action and a potential to take a rebirth in the lower 
realms will be activated. 

The eleventh link is dependent-related birth. It refers to 
the moment when a consciousness takes a new existence. 
In the case of rebirth as a human being, dependent­
related birth refers to the entry of a consciousness into a 
fertilized ovum in the mother's womb. 

From the second moment of a new rebirth, the process 
of ageing begins and continues until death. The final link, 
dependent-related ageing and death, is this process of 
ageing and death itself. 

These twelve dependent-related links reveal the process 
whereby we remain chained to a cycle of uncontrolled 
rebirth and death with its associated sufferings. The 

109 



Heart of Wisdom 

Akashagarbha 

110 



The Path of Medit&[tion 

fundamental cause of this uncontrolled process is the first 
link, ignorance, which is. a mind that grasps at inhe:rent 
existence. Under the control of ignorance we perform the 
wholesome or unwholesome actions that are the cause for 
us. to take rebirth in higher or lower realms of cyclic 
ex1stence. These actions are compositional actions, the 
second link. A compositional action leaves an imprint 
upon our mind and the consciousness that receives this 
imprint is the third link. The first three links are 
sometimes called projecting causes since they act as the 
cause to project us into a future uncontrolled rebirth. The 
three projecting causes are also called the distant causes of 
rebirth, because, although they are the cause of a future 
rebirth, there may be many intervening lifetimes before 
that particular rebirth is actualized. 

The next four links are the projected effects and explain 
our development after having been projected into a new 
rebirth. The fourth link indicates that the basis of 
imputing our new identity is our new aggregates, name 
and form. In dependence on our aggregates the fifth link, 
the six sources, are formed. The six sources are thE! six 
sense powers and as a result of these the sixth link, 
contact, arises. In dependence upon contact, we develop 
pleasant, unpleasant or neutral feelings, the seventh link. 

The next three links indicate how the potential power 
to take our next rebirth is actualized and are therefore 
called the actualizing causes. These three links are also 
called the close causes of rebirth since they are the causes 
that immediately precede a rebirth. In dependence upon 
previous feelings the eighth and ninth links, craving and 
grasping, arise as death approaches. These activate the 
potential to take our next rebirth, leading to the deVE!lop­
ment of the tenth link, existence, which is the mental 
action ·that carries us towards our next rebirth. 

The last two links are called the actualized effects 
because they are the effects of the actualizing causes. The 
three actualizing causes activate a particular potential to 
take rebirth giving rise to the eleventh link, birth. As a 
result of birth within cyclic existence, the last link, ageing 
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and death, occurs. The last two links also imply all the other 
sufferings of cyclic existence, such as sickness, that occur 
between birth and .death. 

If we contemplate the twelve links in this sequence 
from ignorance to ageing and death, we can understand 
the step by step development of cyclic rebirth and the 
sufferings associated with it. If we contemplate the twelve 
dependent-related links in reverse order, we can trace 
back the causes of our suffering. The last link combines 
two of the gross sufferings that we experience, ageing and 
death, but all our other sufferings are also implied. The 
cause of these sufferings is uncontrolled rebirth, the 
eleventh link. Birth results from the tenth link, existence, 
which is caused by grasping and craving, the ninth and 
eighth links. These two forms of attachment result from 
previous feelings, the seventh link. Feelings arise in 
dependence on contact, the sixth link, which in turn 
depends upon the six sources, the fifth link. The six 
sources develop in dependence on the five aggregates at 
the time of birth, which are the fourth link, name and 
form. The cause of taking these aggregates is an imprint 
carried by consciousness. The consciousness that received 
this imprint is the third link. The imprint on the 
consciousness is left by a compositional action, the 
second link. The root motivating force of compositional 
ac~ions is ignorance, the mind that grasps at inherent 
existence. In this way we can trace back the cause of all 
suffering to ignorance, the first of the twelve links. 

Thus, by contemplating the twelve links in reverse 
order we can realize that we experience suffering again 
and again because we have taken cyclic rebirth, and that 
the fundamental cause of this miserable process is 
ignorance. Realizing that the cause of all suffering is cyclic 
rebirth will lead us to develop the mind that wishes 
definitely to leave cyclic existence. This mind is called the 
mind of definite emergence or renunciation. Realizing 
that ignorance is the root cause of cyclic rebirth, we shall 
understand that the method to achieve liberation from 
cyclic existence is to dispel our ignorance. The direct 
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antidote to ignorance is the wisdom that realizes empti­
ness. By persistent effort using correct methods we can 
develop this wisdom. If we then continue to meditate on 
emptiness with the motivation of definite emergence and 
the mind of enlightenment, our dependent-related ignor­
ance, the first of the twelve links, will gradually diminish 
and eventually cease. 

The complete cessation of dependent-related ignorance 
is the dependent-related exhaustion of ignorance. If we 
achieve this exhaustion of ignorance, our actions will no 
longer be controlled by delusions and therefore we shall 
achieve the dependent-related exhaustion of composi­
tional actions. This leads to the dependent-related ex­
haustion of consciousness and so forth up to the depen­
dent-related exhaustion of ageing arid death. Thus, by 
achieving the exhaustion of ignorance, we overcome 
cyclic rebirth and cut the continuation of suffering. The 
cessation of the continuation of suffering is liberation and 
is the state beyond sorrow, or nirvana. There is therefore a 
second set of twelve dependent-related links from the 
exhaustion of ignorance to the exhaustion of ageing and 
death. The first set of twelve links from ignorance to 
ageing and death are called the twelve dependent-related 
links on the side of delusion, and the twelve links from 
the exhaustion of ignorance to the exhaustion of ageing 
and death are the twelve dependent-related links on the 
side of perfect purification. The former explain the 
development of cyclic rebirth and suffering and the latter 
explain their cessation and the attainment of liberation. 

The twelve links on the side of perfect purification are 
the mere cessation of the twelve links on the side of 
delusion. For example, the dependent-related exhaustion 
of consciousness is not the cessation of consciousnE~ss in 
general, but the complete cessation of consciousness that 
receives the imprint of compositional actions. Similarly 
the dependent-related exhaustion of feeling is merely the 
cessation of feelings that are contaminated by delusions. 
If we achieve liberation we still have feelings but these 
feelings are not contaminated and do not lead to craving 
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and grasping at the time of death. 
Having achieved liberation we shall no longer be 

projected into a rebirth under the control of delusions, but 
nevertheless we experience uncontaminated rebirth. An 
uncontaminated rebirth does not have the nature of 
suffering and does not give rise to suffering in the future. 
Most hinayana foe-destroyers take an uncontaminated 
rebirth in a pure land and remain in a quiescent state of 
peace for a very long time. On the other hand, high 
bodhisattvas continue to take rebirth among beings w:ithin 
cyclic existence in order to benefit them. Such a rebirth is 
not contaminated because it arises through the force of 
compassion and not through the force of delusions. If a 
high bodhisattva takes rebirth as a human being, he or 
she will app~ar to others as an ordinary human being, but 
such a bodhisattva is completely free from the sufferings 
of cyclic existence and works joyfully for the sake of 
others. 

By contemplating the twelve dependent-related links 
on the side of perfect purification, our mind will be 
uplifted since we shall understand that we can completely 
abandon suffering and its causes by overcoming our 
ignorance that grasps at the inherent existence of 
phenomena. 

Although extensive teachings on the conventional 
nature of the twelve dependent-related links are implied 
by" the reference to them in the sutra, principally the sutra 
teaches that neither of the two sets of twelve links appear 
to the wisdom of meditative equipoise of a superior 
being. They do not appear because they are conventional 
t11.,1.ths. Although an understanding of the twelve links has 
great value, we should realize that they are merely 
imputed phenomena, lacking inherent existence. 

Avalokiteshvara goes on to say 'Likewise, there is no 
suffering, origin, cessation or path'. This section is a 
reference to the four noble truths: 

1. true sufferings 3. true cessations 
2. true origins 4. true paths 
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All phenomena that have the nature of suffering are true 
sufferings. For example, the impure bodies and minds of 
all beings within cyclic existence are true sufferings. 
These aggregates have the nature of suffering because 
they are produced as a result of actions contaminated by 
delusions. However, if something is a true suffering it is 
not necessarily an unpleasant feeling. For example, the 
pleasant feeling of a being enjoying the pleasures of a god 
realm develops as a result of previous wholesome actions 
and consequently is not a suffering, but nevertheless this 
mind is a true suffering. It is a true suffering because the 
pleasure experienced in the god realms is the result of 
contaminated wholesome actions motivated by self­
grasping. Beings living in the god realms are still within 
cyclic existence and their happiness contains within it the 
seed of suffering. Since such beings are controlled by 
delusions and previous contaminated actions, their Hfe of 
pleasure will eventually cease and they must take rebirth 
again in lower realms without choice. Thus the body and 
mind of a being in a god realm has the nature of suffering. 
The environments of beings within cyclic existence also 
are true sufferings, since these environments arise in 
dependence upon contaminated actions and delusions 
and give rise to the experience of suffering. Of the twelve 
dependent-related links, the six effects - name and form, 
six sources, contact, feeling, birth, ageing and death- are 
examples of true sufferings. 

The second noble truth, true origins, is the main cause 
of true sufferings. If we investigate we find that aU true 
sufferings are caused by delusions and the actions that are 
performed under the control of delusions. Therefore, 
these delusions and contaminated actions are true ori­
gins. Of the twelve dependent-related links, the six causes 
- ignorance, compositional actions, consciousness, crav­
ing, grasping and existence- are true origins. 

The third noble truth is true cessations. An actual true 
cessation is the ultimate nature of a mind that has 
achieved the final cessation of any defilement or fault 
through the power of a true path. A true cessation is 
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therefore not the final cessation of a fault itself, but is the 
emptiness of a mind that has attained a final cessation of a 
fault. However, since all minds are empty of inherent 
existence, if a person achieves the final cessation of a 
fault, he or she necessarily achieves a true cessation. Since 
a true cessation is an emptiness of inherent existence it is 
an ultimate truth. An example of a true cessation is the 
emptiness of inherent existence of the released path of the 
path of seeing. The emptiness of this mind is a true 
cessation because this mind has achieved the final 
cessation of intellectually formed delusions through the 
power of a true path. Because true cessations arise in 
dependence upon true paths, which are possessed only 
by superior beings, actual true cessations cannot be 
achieved until after the attainment of the path of seeing. 

The last of the four noble truths is true paths. Any mind 
of a superior being that principally leads to the attainment 
of a true cessation is a true path. True paths are possessed 
only by superior beings because only a mind that directly 
realizes emptiness has the power to lead to the final 
abandonment of a fault. The uninterrupted path of the 
path of seeing is an example of a true path. It is a true path 
because it is a mind of a superior being and is the direct 
cause of the released path of the path of seeing, the 
emptiness of which is a true cessation. 

The first two truths teach the nature and causes of cyclic 
existence. The last two truths teach the nature of libera­
tion from cyclic existence and the way to achieve it. In 
essence, all the teachings of Buddha are contained within 
the four truths, but, like all phenomena, the four noble 
truths do not exist inherently; they are merely imputed by 
conception. This is the essential meaning of A valokite­
shvara' s words. 

We might interpret the words as indicating that none of 
the four truths appear to the wisdom ofc meditative 
equipoise of a superior being. This leads to a contradic­
tion since true cessations are ultimate truths and therefore 
can appear to this wisdom. We avoid this contradiction if 
we interpret 'cessation' in the text as meaning the mere 
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cessation of true sufferings and true origins. Interpreted 
in this way, 'cessation' does not refer to true cessation, 
which is an ultimate truth, but to a cessation that is a 
conventional truth and which therefore does not appear 
to the wisdom of meditative equipoise of a superior 
being. Even though an actual true cessation can appear to 
the wisdom of meditative equipoise of a superior being, it 
does not appear to that mind as inherently existent. The 
only object appearing to a superior being who directly 
realizes a true cessation is the emptiness of inherent 
existence of a mind that has completely abandoned a 
fault. 

The final part of this section of Avalokiteshvara's 
answer states 'no exalted wisdom, no attainment and also 
no non-attainment'. Exalted wisdom refers to the wisdom 
realizing emptiness possessed by a superior being. 
Attainment refers to wholesome qualities attained 
through the practice of spiritual paths. These attainments 
include temporary attainments such as the happiness of 
higher rebirths resulting from wholesome actions, and 
ultimate attainments such as the ten powers54 of en­
lightened beings. Non-attainment refers to those things 
that are to be abandoned or avoided, such as cyclic 
existence, suffering and delusions. 

Avalokiteshvara's words teach that the wisdom of a 
superior being that realizes emptiness is also empty of 
inherent existence. Furthermore, with respect to this 
wisdom of meditative equipoise of a superior being, it is 
as though the wisdom itself does not exist. This is because 
the only object appearing to that mind is emptiness; the 
mind itself does not appear since it is a conventional 
truth. Similarly, attainments and non-attainments are 
conventional truths and do not appear to the wisdom of 
meditative equipoise of a superior being. Like all 
phenomena they lack inherent existence, being merely 
imputed by conception. 
In summary, this section of the sutra explains how we 
should develop our practice of the perfection of wisdom 
while on the path of meditation. It explains that we 

117 



Heart of Wisdom 

should continue to meditate on the emptiness of inherent 
existence of phenomena with the wisdom of meditative 
equipoise that realizes emptiness directly. By continuing 
to meditate in this way, our direct realization of empti­
ness becomes increasingly powerful. Eventually it gains 
the power to act as the antidote to the most subtle levels of 
delusions, enabling us to eradicate our delusions com­
pletely. Then, if we continue to meditate with the wisdom 
of the mahayana path of meditation, we can remove even 
the imprints of delusions, which are the obstacles to 
omniscience. 

In his answer, Avalokiteshvara describes· the experi­
ence of a bodhisattva on the path of meditation while 
meditating on emptiness. For the mind of that bodhi­
sattva, all conventional phenomena are absorbed and 
dissolved into emptiness so that the only object that 
appears during the meditation on emptiness is emptiness 
itself. It is as though no other phenomena exist. Even the 
mind that is apprehending emptiness is itself absorbed 
into emptiness and does not appear to the meditator. As a 
result, the distinction between the mind and its object 
disappears. 

The wisdom of meditative equipoise of a superior 
being remains single-pointedly on emptiness and is 
mixed with emptiness like water poured into water. 
Beings who lack this wisdom develop many unwhole­
sGme conceptual thoughts leading to numerous problems. 
When emptiness is realized directly such unwholesome 
conceptual thoughts no longer arise and the mind re­
mains happy and peacefut as described by Changkya 
Rolpay Dorje in his Song of Emptiness: 

With reference to the face of the mother who is 
separated from obstrudions55 

There is no trace of unevenness of any kind ... 
. And there is smoothness, softness and happiness. 

The dissolution of ordinary appearances into emptiness 
is also an· important practice of secret mantra. In secret 
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mantra, or tantra, methods are taught to develop very 
subtle minds that enable us to dissolve all phenomena 
into emptiness more easily. If we use these methods 
correctly we can' overcome dualistic appearances more 
quickly than is possible using only the methods that are 
explained in sutra teachings. A discussion of secret 
mantra practices, however, is beyond the scope of this 
book. 56 

As well as revealing the practice of emptiness on the 
path of meditation, this section of the sutra also implicitly 
reveals many conventional aspects of the path to en­
lightenment. For example, the references to the twe~lve 
dependent-related links and the four noble truths 
implicitly teach the causes and effects of cyclic existence 
and the methods to abandon these. Through these 
teachings, Buddha helps us to overcome our confusion and 
develop our understanding. 

If we reflect upon the value of the teachings contained 
in this sutra, we shall realize the great kindness of 
Buddha. Some people develop great respect for teachers 
because they demonstrate remarkable powers such as 
clairvoyance or the ability to levitate, but what lasting 
benefits do these demonstrations bring? If Buddha had 
only displayed miracle powers, we would not be able to 
benefit greatly from these displays now. Fortunately, 
Buddha gave supreme teachings in order to dispel the 
confusion of sentient beings. These extensive and pro­
found teachings have survived and have been translated 
into different languages. As a result, we now have a good 
opportunity to study and practise his teachings and 
receive great benefits. 

Even in a country like Tibet, which, compared with 
western countries, is :rpaterially very poor, people have 
gained important benefits through Buddha's teachings. 
Many Tibetans have developed wisdom in profound 
subjects, such as the nature of the mind, the causes of 
suffering and the methods to achieve liberation, and as a 
result have attained a state of joy and peace, as well as the 
ability to help others overcome their problems. These 
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achievements were possible because of the kindness of 
Buddha in giving his comprehensive teachings. In a 
similar way, regardless of our position in society, we, too, 
can apply Buddha's teachings to overcome our own 
problems and to help many other beings in this world. 
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The way to attain the path of no-more-learning (21) 

'Therefore, Shariputra, because there is no 
attainment, bodhisattvas rely on and abide in thE~ 
perfection of wisdom; their minds have no 
obstructions and no fear. Passing utterly beyondl 
perversity, they attain the final nirvana. Also alll 
the buddhas who· reside perfectly in the threE! 
times having relied upon the perfection oJf 
wisdom became manifest and complete buddhas 
in the state of unsurpassed, perfect and completE! 
enlightenment.' 

Avalokiteshvara now explains the way to attain the 
mahayana path of no-more-learning, which is the fifth 
and final mahayana path. Whereas the four previous 
mahayana paths are minds of bodhisattvas that lead to 
higher spiritual attainments, the mahayana path o:f no­
more-learning is a mind that has achieved the final, 
supreme attainment of full enlightenment. It is called the 
path of no-more-learning because at this stage there are 
no more objects of knowledge or spiritual practices to be 
learnt. Upon achieving this path we become a fully 
enlightened buddha, having overcome all deluded minds 
and their imprints and having perfected all positive 
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qualities. There is no higher attainment possible than the 
state of buddhahood and therefore when we attain the 
mahayana path of no-more-learning we have completed 
our spiritual training. 

We attain the mahayana path of no-more-learning by 
completing the previous path, the mahayana path of 
meditation. As already described, while on the path of 
meditation we progressively abandon innate delusions 
and their imprints. The last stage of the path of meditation 
is the tenth ground of a bodhisattva. If we have attained 
this stage we have already gained liberation from cyclic 
existence, having overcome all our delusions. We have also 
eliminated the gross and subtle levels of the obstructions to 
knowing so that only the very subtle obstructions to 
knowing remain. Indeed, having achieved the tenth 
ground we have already developed many extraordinary 
qualities of body, speech and mind that are very similar to 
those of a buddha. Finally, while on the tenth ground we 
develop a special meditative equipoise on emptiness that 
is the last uninterrupted path of the path of meditation. 
This uninterrupted path is the direct antidote to the very 
subtle obstructions to knowing and is called the vajra-like 
concentration57 of the tenth ground. In the next moment 
we attain buddhahood, so the vajra-like concentration is 
the last mind of a sentient being. 58 When the vajra-like 
concentration overcomes the final obstruction to knowing 
w·e pass into a state in which all phenomena appear 
directly and simultaneously to us while our mind remains 
inseparably mixed with emptiness like water mixed with 
water. At that moment we have attained the path of no­
more-learning and have passed into the state of buddha­
hood. 

When we attain the mahayana path of no-more­
learning our mind transforms into the wisdom truth body 
of a buddha. This wisdom truth body is the resultant 
perfection of wisdom. Since this mind not only realizes 
emptiness directly but also directly knows all phenomena 
simultaneously, it is omniscient wisdom. The mind of a 
buddha sees all phenomena at the same time as clearly 
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and directly as we are able to see the palm of our hand. 
When our mind transforms into the wisdom truth body 

of a buddha, the emptiness of our mind transforms into 
the entity body of a buddha, the entity body being the 
emptiness of inherent existence of a buddha's omniscient 
emind. The wisdom truth body and the entity body are the 
truth bodies of a buddha. 

Although the truth bodies of an enlightened being 
pervade everywhere, they lack form and cannot be 
perceived by sentient beings; they can only be perceived 
by buddhas. Therefore, through the boundless wish to 
benefit others a buddha manifests in the form of an 
enjoyment body. The enjoyment body of a buddha can be 
perceived by superior bodhisattvas but not by beings 
who have not attained the mahayana path of seeing. In 
order to benefit those other beings, countless emanation 
bodies arise from the enjoyment body and appear 
simultaneously throughout the universe. A buddha mani­
fests emanation bodies spontaneously and effortlessly 
according to the needs and development of individual 
sentient beings. 

The body and the mind of a buddha are not different 
entities. Although the enjoyment and emanation bodies 
of a buddha have the aspect of form, their nature is 
wisdom. The bodies of a buddha are manifestations of the 
buddha's mind, just as ripples on the surface of water are 
manifestations of the water. In contrast, the body and 
mind of a sentient being are different entities. For 
example our body has the nature of gross form and has 
developed from our parents' bodies, whereas the nature 
of our mind is clear and knowing59 and has developed 
from _a quite different source, namely our previous mental 
continuum. 

There are various types of emanation body. Buddha 
Shakyamuni who appeared on this earth over two 
thousand five hundred years ago is an example of a 
supreme emanation body - an emanation body that 
performs the twelve major deeds of a buddha. 60 Buddhas 
can also manifest as ordinary beings or even inanimate 
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objects. How these emanations are perceived by other 
beings and whether they are recognized as emanation 
bodies depend on the observers' accumulated merit. Merit 
accumulates through the power of performing virtuous 
actions and can be destroyed by performing non-virtuous 
actions. Just as we would not expect an animal to have 
recognized Buddha Shakyamuni as an enlightened. being 
because of the limitations of the animal's mind, so too a 
human being with little merit is unlikely to recognize an 
emanation body of a buddha because of the lack of 
virtuous imprints within the person's mental continuum. 

If we realize the conventional nature of phenomena, we 
shall understand that our environment and how we 
experience it are dependent upon our mind and its 
propensities. Thus, the way in which an animal perceives 
this world is very different from the way in which a 
human perceives it. Similarly, a person with great merit 
accumulated through virtuous actions over many life­
times experiences the world very differently to a person 
with little merit. Since the appearance of our environment 
depends upon our mind, as our mind becomes more pure, 
the appearance of our environment also becomes more 
pure. If we purify our mind sufficiently and accumulate 
appropriate wholesome imprints, we shall be able to 
recognize the emanation bodies of enlightened beings. As 
our mind develops further and we achieve the mahayana 
path of seeing, we shall be able to perceive directly 
buddhas in the form of their enjoyment body and receive 
teachings from them. Finally, when we attain the maha­
yana path of no-more-learning, we shall also be able to 
perceive the truth bodies of all the buddhas. 

This next section of the sutra teaches the way in which a 
bodhisattva attains the path of no-more-learning, or 
buddhahood. The section begins with the words 'There­
fore, Shariputra, because there is no attainment'. This 
reiterates that the attainments of a bodhisattva, in 
particular the attainment of the path of no-more-learning, 
are empty of inherent existence. Even the attainment of 
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buddhahood does not exist in itself, but is merely 
imputed by mind. If the attainments of a bodhisattva 
were inherently existent they would exist independently 
without relying upon causes. In this case it would follow 
that a person would either possess the attainments, 
including buddhahood, from the very beginning without 
effort, or be unable to achieve these attainments whatever 
methods were used and regardless of the effort made. In 
reality, the attainments of a bodhisattva lack inherent 
existence. It follows that we cannot achieve these attain­
ments without applying the appropriate methods and 
effort, but on the other hand, it is only because the 
attainments are empty of inherent existence that they can 
be achieved at all. 

Thus, this part of the text teaches that because the 
attainments of a bodhisattva are empty of inherent 
existence, bodhisattvas strive to achieve them by using 
reliable methods. The principal method that they use is 
indicated by the words 'bodhisattvas rely on and abide 
in the perfection of wisdom'. In general, by relying upon 
the causal perfection of wisdom, bodhisattvas achieve 
their progressive attainments as already described. In 
particular, the text refers to the final attainment of the 
path of no-more-learning and so, here, 'the perfection of 
wisdom' refers specifically to the vajra-like concentration 
of .the tenth ground. By relying upon and abiding in this 
concentration on emptiness the bodhisattva achieves the 
ultimate attainment - buddhahood. 

'Passing utterly beyond perversity, they attain the final 
nirvana': this indicates that by overcoming all faults a 
bodhisattva completes his attainment of buddhahood, 
thereby attaining the final and ultimate nirvana, the 'state 
beyond sorrow'. 

Avalokiteshvara concludes this part of his answer to 
Shariputra with the words 'Also all the buddhas who 
reside perfectly in the three times having relied upon the 
perfection 'of wisdom became manifest and complete 
buddhas in the state of unsurpassed, perfect and com­
plete enlightenment'. This summarizes how enlighten:-
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ment is achieved through relying upon the perfection· of 
wisdom of the five mahayana paths. 

'All the buddhas who reside perfectly in the three 
times' refers to the buddhas of the past, present and 
future. In this present fortunate aeon, 61 one thousand 
buddhas will appear and perform the twelve major deeds, 
Buddha Shakyamuni being the fourth and most recent of 
these. Since Buddha Shakyamuni's teachings are still 
available to us, he and all those who have achieved 
buddhahood through his teachings are called present 
buddhas. The three previous buddhas of this aeon were 
Kraccuchanda, Kanakamuni and Kashyapa. They appeared 
in this world system during earlier ages and like 
Buddha Shakyamuni they turned the wheel of dharma 
giving extensive and profound teachings. However, the 
lineage of their teachings faded and disappeared from 
this world long before the time of Shakyamuni. The1:efore 
these three buddhas and those who achieved enlighten­
ment as a result of their teachings are called past bud.dhas. 
Eventually the teachings of Buddha Shakyamuni will also 
be lost to the ordinary beings of this world and the world 
will enter a dark period when no pure teachings are 
available. This dark age will be ended by the appearance 
of the next Buddha, Maitreya. Buddha Maitreya and the 
remaining nine hundred and ninety five buddhas of this 
aeon are called future buddhas. The reason they are called 
future buddhas is not because they will attain buddha­
hood in the future, but because in the future they will 
manifest in this world in the form of the supreme 
emanation body and give teachings. In fact, Maitreya and 
the other future buddhas of this aeon have already 
achieved enlightenment. 

The method used by the buddhas of the past, p:resent 
and future to achieve enlightenment is explained by the 
words 'having relied on the perfection of wisdom, 
became manifest and complete buddhas in the state of 
unsurpassed, perfect and complete enlightenment.' This 
explains that the past, present and future buddhas 
achieved enlightenment by relying upon the perfection of 
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wisdom. Here, perfection of wisdom refers to the causal 
perfection of wisdom and the textual perfection of 
wisdom. The causal perfection of wisdom includes the 
wisdom realizing emptiness possessed by bodhisattvas 
on the mahayana paths of accumulation, preparation, 
seeing and meditation. By relying upon the practice of the 
perfection of wisdom on these paths, the bodhisattva 
achieves the mahayana path of no-more-learning, the 
omniscient wisdom of a buddha. The textual perfection of 
wisdom is the sutras and texts that reveal and explain the 
actual perfection of wisdom of the five mahayana paths. 

All the thousand buddhas of this great aeon and all 
others who have achieved full enlightenment have 
attained buddhahood in dependence upon the five 
mahayana paths. There is no other method to achieve 
enlightenment apart from the practice of these paths; even 
the very advanced practices of secret mantra are contained 
within them. Irt order to progress along the mahayana 
paths, the buddhas of the three times relied upon the 
perfection of wisdom. Likewise, anyone who wishes to 
achieve buddhahood in the future must rely upon the 
perfection of wisdom in the same w~y. 

This concludes the explanation of Avalokiteshvara's 
answer that is intended for those with minds of lower 
faculties. In his answer A valokiteshvara has explained the 
practice of the perfection of wisdom on the first four 
mahayana paths and how to attain the fifth mahayana 
path, the omniscient wisdom of a buddha. 
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The answer intended for those with minds of higher 
faculties (22) 

'Therefore, the mantra of the perfection of 
wisdom, the mantra of great knowledge, the 
unsurpassed mantra, the equal-to-the­
unequalled mantra, the mantra that thoroughly 
pacifies all suffering, since it is not false, should 
be known as the truth. The mantra of the 
perfection of wisdom is proclaimed: 

tadyatha om gate gate paragate parasamgC<rte 
bodhi svaha' 

This section of Avalokiteshvara's answer to Shariputra 
again explains how someone who has entered the maha­
yana lineage should engage in the practice of the 
perfection of wisdom, but in this case the explanation is 
intended for those with particularly sharp mental facul­
ties. A valokiteshvara explains the practice of the five 
mahayana paths by proclaiming the mantra of the 
perfection of wisdom. Only those with higher faculties 
are able to understand how to achieve and practise the 
five paths simply through hearing the words of the 
mantra. 
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The mantra of the perfection of wisdom 
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This does not imply that the previous explanation by 
A valokiteshvara of how to practise the perfection of 
wisdom is easy to understand. The perfection of wisdom 
is a profound subject and cannot be understood without 
first receiving instruction and then applying effort to 
contemplate and meditate upon it. Nevertheless, the 
explanation in terms of the mantra is much more concise 
than the previous explanation and consequently sharper 
faculties are required in order to understand its meaning. 

Avalokiteshvara begins this part of his answer by 
explaining the good qualities of the perfection of wisdom. 
The phrase 'Therefore, the mantra of the perfection of 
wisdom' refers to the perfection of wisdom as a mantra. In 
general, mantra means 'protection for the mind'. 62 Here, 
the perfection of wisdom is called a mantra· because it 
principally protects our mind from the two obstructions 
and the fears associated with them. The perfection of 
wisdom is called 'the mantra of great knowledge' because 
it knows the great seal,63 or emptiness. Also, the perfec­
tion of wisdom is called the 'unsurpassed mantra' because 
there is no mantra that is superior to the perfection of 
wisdom. Furthermore it is called 'the equal-to-the­
unequalled mantra' because there is no other mantra that 
is even equal to the perfection of wisdom. The perfection of 
wisdom is also 'the mantra that thoroughly pacifies all 
suffering' because through the sincere practice of the 
perfection of wisdom, sentient beings are able to elimin­
ate all their sufferings completely. 'Since it is not false, 
should be known as the truth' teaches that we should 
understand that the perfection of wisdom is non­
fallacious. The perfection of wisdom protects us from all 
fears and pacifies all our suffering and therefore it will 
never deceive us. 

'The mantra of the perfection of wisdom is proclaimed' 
introduces the explanation of how to practise the perfec­
tion of wisdom. The explanation is in the form of the 
mantra tadyatha om gate gate paragate parasamgate bodhi 
svaha. This mantra, retained in the original Sanskrit, 
explains in very condensed form the practice of the five 
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mahayana paths, which are achieved and completed in 
dependence upon the perfection of wisdom. 

'Tadyatha' means 'it is like this' and indicates that 
whoever belongs to the mahayana lineage and wishes to 
practise the paths of the perfection of wisdom should 
practise as follows. 

The Sanskrit syllable 'om' is composed of the three 
Sanskrit letters ar u and m. In this case, these three 
represent the body, speech and mind of the person who is 
travelling to great enlightenment. In some texts this om 
does not appear in the mantra but since it is included in 
many authoritative commentaries to the sutra, I person­
ally feel it is good to include this syllable here. Also in 
many monasteries in Tibet there was a practice of reciting 
the mantra of the perfection of wisdom by a great 
assembly of monks in order to avert hindrances, and 
normally on these occasions om was recited as part of the 
mantra. 

The first 'gate' means 'go'. This does not mean that we 
should go to an external place but teaches that through 
generating the mind of enlightenment we should go, or 
proceed, to the mahayana path of accumulation. Having 
done this we should practise the stages of the .paths of 
method and wisdom64 of the path of accumulation. 

The second 'gate' again means 'go' and teaches that 
having improved the stages of the paths of method and 
wisdom of the path of accumulation, we should go to the 
mahayana path of preparation. Having reached this 
second mahayana path, we should practise the stages of 
the paths of method and.wisdom of the path of preparation. 

'Paragate' means 'perfectly go' and teaches that we 
should not remain on the path of preparation permanently. 
Having improved the stages of the paths of method and 
wisdom of the path of preparation we should go to the 
mahayana path of seeing, the third path of the path to great 
enlightenment. We perfectly go to the path of seeing 
because the path of seeing is a superior path beyond 
ordinary paths. Having attained the mahayana path of 
seeing we need to practise the stages of the paths of 
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method and wisdom of this third mahayana path. 
'Parasamgate' means 'perfectly and completely go'. 

This teaches that we should also not remain on the path of 
seeing. Having progressed in the stages of the paths of 
method and wisdom of the path of seeing we should go to 
the mahayana path of meditation, the fourth path of the 
path to great enlightenment. 'Perfectly and completely go' 
indicates that the mahayana path of meditation is not 
only beyond ordinary paths but also superior to the path 
of seeing, and therefore we need to progress to this path. 
Having done this, we need to practise the stages of the 
paths of method and wisdom of the mahayana path of 
meditation. 

'Bodhi' means enlightenment. It teaches that WE~ must 
complete the practice of the stages of the paths of method 
and wisdom of the path of meditation and attain the fifth 
and final mahayana path, the path of no-more-learning. 
When we achieve this path we have achieved great 
enlightenment. . 

'Svaha' means 'build the foundation'. Here, it teaches 
that initially we should build the foundation of the path 
of accumulation. Then, gradually we should build the 
foundation of the path of preparation and so forth until 
we attain final enlightenment or buddhahood. 

In summary, this mantra teaches how to practise the 
perfection of wisdom that is the five mahayana paths. 
Anyone who wishes to achieve great enlightenment 
should practise these five paths progressively, succes­
sively and completely. 

In the beginning through contemplating the twelve 
dependent-related links we should realize that a~ long as 
we remain within cyclic existence we shall experience 
gross or subtle suffering unceasingly instead of the pure 
happiness that our mind is capable of experiencing. 
Contemplating in this way we shall understand that cyclic 
existence is like a prison and we shall naturally develop the 
thought to use our present human life to achieve libe~ration 
from it. This wish definitely to escape from cyclic existence 
is the mind of definite emergence. 

133 



Heart of Wisdom 

Having cultivated the mind of definite emergence, we 
should observe other sentient beings and realize that like 
us they wish to experience happiness, but like us they are 
trapped within cyclic existence experiencing suffering 
again and again. Even the most fortunate humans such as 
those with great wealth and fine bodies cannot find 
lasting happiness within cyclic existence and inevitably 
experience the sufferings of ageing, sickness, death and 
so forth. The suffering of less fortunate beings is all too 
obvious. Through contemplating the suffering of others 
we shall develop the thought of how wonderful it would 
be if all sentient beings were free from suffering and its 
causes. When this thought arises sincerely in us and is 
directed to all beings without exception, we have devel­
oped the mind of great compassion. 

After generating the mind of great compassion we 
should contemplate that we ourselves must take respon­
sibility to free .all beings from their suffering just as a 
loving mother takes responsibility to care for her sick 
child. We shall then consider how v,ve can develop the 
ability to lead all beings from their suffering. We shall 
realize that only a buddha has this ability, since only a 
buddha has omniscient wisdom and perfect skilful means 
to benefit others. Having realized this, the thought will 
arise that we must go to the mahayana path of accumula­
tion and then progress to the paths of preparation, seeing 
and meditation, and finally in dependence on the vajra­
like concentration of the path of meditation achieve full 
enlightenment. By thinking in this way we should try to 
generate bodhichitta, the mind of enlightenment. 

With the motivation of the mind of enlightenment, we 
should train in and practise the four proft1;ndities that 
were explained earlier. As our realization of the two 
truths deepens we shall actually progress from one 
mahayana path to another in the manner taught by the 
mantra of the perfection of wisdom. 

Kadampa geshes 65 taught a method of reciting the 
mantra of the perfection of wisdom while visualizing the 
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female buddha Prajnaparamita in order to avoid ob­
stacles and overcome hindrances. There is also a system of 
giving an empowerment66 of the Great Mother, Prajna­
paramita. In the final chapter a description is given of 
practices to overcome obstacles involving the recitation of 
both the Essence of Wisdom Sutra and the mantra of the 
perfection of wisdom. Here a brief explanation is given 
of a short practice involving just the recitation of the 
mantra. 

At the beginning of this practice we develop compassion 
towards all sentient beings, thinking how wonderful it 
would be if they were freed from all their sufferings. Then 
we motivate strongly that we shall certainly practise the 
mahayana paths from the path of accumulation to the 
path of no-more-leaming for the sake of all sentient 
beings. With this motivation we recite the mantra of the 
perfection of wisdom, tadyatha om gate gate paragate 
parasamgate bodhi svaha, while remembering that all 
phenomena are empty of inherent existence. The mantra 
should be repeated as many times as we can. At the end of 
this recitation we pray that through the power of reciting 
this mantra may all beings including ourself be freed from 
all harm and interferences. This prayer dedicates the 
benefits of the recitation. 

In general, the motivation that precedes a wholesome 
action and the dedication that follows are a very impor­
tant part of spiritual practice since they largely determine 
the effect of the action. It is also important that during the 
recitation practice we recall our understanding of empti­
ness. If we seriously and sincerely recite the mantra in this 
manner as a daily practice it will act as a very powerful 
method to eliminate obstacles and hindrances, such as 
harm by others, sickness and so forth. 

The exhortation to practise the perfection of wisdom (23) 

'Shariputra, a bodhisattva, a great being, 
should train in the profound perfection of 
wisdom like this.' 
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With these words, Avalokiteshvara exhorts bodhi­
sattvas, and all others who aspire to achieve great 
enlightenment, to train in the profound perfection of 
wisdom as he has described. Those wishing to attain 
buddhahood should achieve successively the five maha­
yana paths, progressing from path to path in dependence 
upon the practice of the perfection of wisdom as already 
explained. Without first achieving the mahayana path of 
accumulation we cannot achieve the mahayana path of 
preparation. Likewise, we cannot jump to the path of 
seeing without having practised the path of preparation. 
Just as climbing a staircase one step at a time will 
definitely lead us to the top of a building, the successive 
practice of each mahayana path will definitely lead to the 
highest attainment of buddhahood. 

The principal wish of a bodhisattva is to achieve the 
happiness and welfare of all sentient beings, and in 
recognition of this supremely altruistic motivation a 
bodhisattva is called a 'great being'. A bodhisattva 
realizes that in order to achieve this wish, he or she must 
achieve full enlightenment, for without omniscient wis­
dom it is not possible to work perfectly for the welfare of 
each and every sentient being, and so a bodhisattva 
strives to achieve full enlightenment in order to benefit 
others. Anyone who is seeking full enlightenment in this 
way should gradually practise the profound perfection of 
wisdom. In truth, this means that anyone who seeks full 
enlightenment should train in profound emptiness. 
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10 Buddha's Approval and the 
Promise to Practise 

The approval of the answers by Buddha (24) 

Then the Blessed One arose from that conc•~n­
tration and said to the Superior Avalokiteshvara, 
the bodhisattva, the great being, that he had 
spoken well: 'Good, good, 0 son of the lineage. It 
is like that. Since it is like that, just as you have 
revealed, in that way the profound perfection of 
wisdom should be practised, and the tathagatas 
will also rejoice.' 

In this section of the sutra, Buddha expresses his 
approval of the answer given by Avalokiteshvara to 
Shariputra's question. 

As explained earlier both the question of Shariputra 
and the answer given by Avalokiteshvara were developed 
through the power and inspiration of Buddha. In truth 
therefore, the answer to Shariputra's question 'How 
should a son of the lineage train who wishes to engage in 
the practice of the profound perfection of wisdom?' was 
given by Buddha himself. 

In the One Hundred Thousand Stanza Perfection of 
Wisdom Sutra it is said that dharma is revealed by the 
disciples of Buddha through the power of Buddha and 
this is likened to the way in which all the waters of this 
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world developed through the power of the naga67 king 
dwelling in Lake Manasarowar. Traditionally it is said 
that the source of all the rivers and waters of this world 
developed through the power of this king. Through his 
power the clouds formed and then rain fell giving rise to 
rivers and oceans. As well as depending upon the power 
of the naga king the development of the rivers and so 
forth depends upon many external conditions such as the 
generation of water vapour, the formation of clouds and 
so forth. Also, beings experience water in this world 
because of their collective karma. If sentient beings on 
this earth had not created the cause to enjoy water, they 
would not experience water, whatever the power of the 
naga king. Indeed, there are many unfortunate beings 
in this world who live in environments that are 
almost totally devoid of water. Thus, water develops 
in dependence on the assembly of many causes and 
conditions. 

Just as the rivers and waters of this world arose through 
the power of the naga king, the question of Shariputra 
and the answer by Avalokiteshvara arose through the 
power of Buddha. Again, this does not imply that it was 
only through the power of Buddha that the question and 
answer were spoken. It was also a necessary condition 
that those gathered had created the collective karma to 
receive these teachings. 

These examples illustrate the general principle of the 
interdependence of phenomena. All the flowers, fruits, 
trees and plants of this world grow in dependence upon 
water, and the formation of this water depends on the 
power of the naga king. Likewise the instructio"n in 
dharma that we receive depends upon the teachings of 
the disciples of Buddha and ultimately upon the power of 
Buddha himself. Nothing develops by its own power; 
everything that is produced develops through the as­
sembly of appropriate causes and conditions. 

Then the Blessed One arose from that concentJration: 
the concentration that is referred to is the concentration 
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called the Profound Illumination mentioned at the begin­
ning of the sutra. Because of the special qualities of 
Buddha's mind he was able to inspire the speech of 
Shariputra and Ava1okiteshvara and be aware of all that 
was said while remaining absorbed in this concentration 
on emptiness. Similarly, although the Buddha outwardly 
appeared to arise from his concentration, his mind did 
not abandon the meditative equipoise on emptiness. In 
general the minds of buddhas remain continuously in 
meditative equipoise on emptiness even while they 
perform their various actions of body, speech and mind. 
This ability to perform diverse actions while remaining in 
meditative equipoise on emptiness is a quality possessed 
only by buddhas. 

And said to the Superior A valokiteshvara, the bodhi­
sattva, the great being, that he had spoken well: 'Good, 
good, 0 son of the lineage': in this way, Buddha indicated 
that he was very pleased with the answer given by 
A valokiteshvara. 

'It is like that. Since it is like that, just as you have 
revealed, in that way the profound perfection of wisdom 
should be practised': this reveals that the explanation 
given by A valokiteshvara was in complete accordance 
with Buddha's own view. With these words Buddha 
confirms that anyone who wishes to gain enlightenment 
through engaging in the practice of the profound perfec­
tion of wisdom should practise the stages of the paths 
revealed in Avalokiteshvara's answer. 

'And the tathagatas will also rejoice.' Tathagata is a 
Sanskrit word meaning 'one gone to thusness' and is an 
epithet of a buddha. These words of Buddha can be 
interpreted in two ways. The first interpretation is that all 
the buddhas join Buddha Shakyamuni in rejoicing at the 
words spoken by Avalokiteshvara, indicating that the 
answer given accords with the intention of all the 
buddhas. The second interpretation is that if beings 
practise the perfection of wisdom as described in this 
sutra, all the buddhas will rejoice. 
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The followers are pleased and take the teachings to heart (25) 

When the Blessed One had said this, the 
Venerable Shariputra, the Superior Avalokite­
shvara, the bodhisattva, the great being, and that 
entire circle of disciples as well as the worlldly 
beings - gods, humans, demi-gods and spirits -
were delighted and highly praised what had been 
spoken by the Blessed One. 

When Buddha expounded the extensive Perfection of 
Wisdom Sutras on Massed Vultures Mountain, there were 
many bodhisattvas who attended, such as Avalokite­
shvara, Manjushri and Maitreya. There were also many 
hinayana hearers present such as Shariputra, Subhuti and 
Ananda. In addition to these highly realized disciples 
there were many worldly beings68 who came to listen to 
these teachi11.gs, such as gods from the form realm, gods 
from the desire realm, demi-gods, human beings,. spirits 
and so forth. This assembly of beings were also present 
when the Essence of Wisdom Sutra was expounded. As a 
result of hearing this sutra, all these beings were greatly 
pleased, praising what had been spoken and taking the 
teachings to heart. 
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11 Conclusion 

Conclusion (26) 

The meaning of the Essence of Wisdom Sutra has now 
been explained. Principally the sutra gives advice to 
mahayana practitioners who wish to engage in the 
practice of the perfection of wisdom. The sutra reveals the 
meaning of the perfection of wisdom and explains how to 
develop and enhance this wisdom. 

If we are a mahayana practitioner, or aspire to become 
one, our main aim is to achieve enlightenment for the 
benefit of all sentient beings. In order to achieve en­
lightenment we need to practise the stages of the paths of 
method and wisdom revealed by Avalokiteshvara 
through the power of Buddha. First we must develop the 
mind of definite emergence, the determination to de­
finitely leave cyclic existence. Then through contemplat­
ing the suffering of others we need to develop great 
compassion and the precious mind of enlightenment. 
When we attain the mind of enlightenment we attain the 
first mahayana path, the path of accumulation. We then 
need to progress from path to path until ·we achieve the 
final mahayana path, the path of no-more-learning. 

Our progress along the five mahayana paths depends 
upon cultivating the corresponding five stages of the 
perfection of wisdom culminating in the omniscient 
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wisdom of a buddha. Therefore, the main purpose of 
studying, contemplating and meditating on the Essence of 
Wisdom Sutra is to develop these five stages of the 
perfection of wisdom in our own mental continuum. 

Having gained some understanding of emptiness and 
the perfection of wisdom, it can be very helpful to recite 
the Essence of Wisdom Sutra or just the perfection of 
wisdom mantra. If we do this recitation with the strong 
motivation to complete the five mahayana paths, it will 
help us to accomplish our wish. 

We know that we ourselves face continual problems 
and difficulties, and if we investigate we shall discover 
that there is not a single sentient being who is completely 
free from all harm and hindrances. We can use the 
recitation of the Essence of ·wisdom Sutra as a method to 
overcome these hindrances that afflict both ourselves and 
others. A practice to do this is described in the final 
chapter. 

It is stated in many texts that we can purify our non­
virtuous actions through reciting the sutras of Buddha. 
Thus, the recitation of the Essence of Wisdom Sutra can also 
be used for this purpose. As with other methods of 
purification we should do this practice in conjunction 
with the four opponent powers. 69 

Another benefit of reciting the sutra is that we thereby 
increase our accumulations of merit and wisdom. The 
accumulation of merit includes anything that principally 
assists the attainment of the form body of a buddha and 
the accumulation of wisdom includes anything that 
principally assists the attainment of the truth body of a 
buddha. All four bodies of a buddha are included in the 
form body and truth body: the form body includes the 
enjoyment and emanation bodies and the truth body 
includes the wisdom truth body and the entity body. Since 
the form body and truth body arise from the accumulations 
of merit and wisdom respectively, a buddha is said to be 
born from the two accumulations. Therefore, if we wish to 
be born as a buddha we need to collect these two 
accumulations. The recitation of the Essence of Wisdom 
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Sutra increases in particular our accumulation of wisdom. 
Of the two accumulations, the accumulation of wisdom is 
much stronger since it is not destroyed through anger, 
whereas our accumulation of merit can be destroyed in this 
way. 

It can be beneficial to recite this sutra aloud sometimes 
so that other beings such as animals and birds can hear. 
Although animals like our pet dogs and cats have no 
opportunity to practise dharma in their present life they 
may have many imprints upon their mind of wholesome 
actions performed in previous lives. Hearing the words of 
this sutra can help to activate these wholesome imprints 
and place positive propensities on their minds. There is a 
story that Vasubandhu70 once recited a sutra aloud and 
this was heard by a pigeon. As a result of this incident 
when the pigeon died it was reborn as a human being and 
as a child could recall his previous life and spoke of the 
master Vasubandhu. This child went on to study the 
dharma and became the great buddhist scholar known as 
Stirmati. In his previous incarnation as a pigeon he had 
many positive imprints from previous lives and through 
hearing Vasubandhu reciting the sutra ·these imprints 
were activated, helping him to achieve a human rebirth. 
In a similar way, if we recite the Essence of Wisdom Sutra 
aloud with good motivation it will be of benefit to those 
who hear it. 

Generally, the purpose of all the practices that are 
needed to complete our passage to enlightenment are 
included within two: to abandon obstacles (to purify 
negativities and overcome hindrances) and to increase the 
two accumulations (of merit and wisdom). Through 
studying, contemplating and meditating upon the Essence 
of Wisdom Sutra and by reciting its words and mantra we 
can achieve both these purposes. Therefore, if we wish to 
progress towards great enlightenment, we should aban­
don hesitation and doubt and joyfully engage in these 
practices. 
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In this chapter a method is described to overcome 
hindrances through the recitation of the Essence of Wisdom 
Sutra together with the contemplation of emptiness. The 
chapter is divided into three sections: 

1 An introduction to hindrances 
2 Illustrations of the practice of the sutra 
3 The actual practice to overcome hindrances 

An introduction to hindrances (1) 
In general anything that prevents the achievement of 

happiness can be called an obstacle or hindrance. 
Throughout their lives ordinary beings experience un­
ending hindrances preventing the attainment of the 
happiness that they seek. All these hindrances can be 
classified as either external or internal. 

External hindrances are those hindrances that arise 
from causes outside our body and mind. They may arise 
from animate or inanimate objects. The harm we receive 
from malevolent humans and wild animals are examples 
of external hindrances arising from animate objects. 
Inanimate objects can also cause great harm. For example, 
the four external elements of earth, water, fire and wind71 

can give rise respectively to earthquakes, floods, destruc­
tive fires and hurricanes. These are external hindrances 
arising from inanimate objects. 

Internal hindrances arise from causes within our body 
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and mind. Like the external environment, our body can 
be considered as. composed of the four elements of earth, 
water, fire and wind, which broadly have the nature of 
solidity, liquidity, heat and movement, respectively. If 
these four internal elements are in a state of harmonious 
equilibrium, our body is healthy. When they are out of 
balance our body experiences a variety of problems and 
diseases. It has been said that our body is like a basket 
containing four poisonous snakes that constantly wrestle 
with each other. In that situation, if one snake becomes 
stronger than the rest it will overcome and kill the others. 
In a similar way the very delicate balance between the four 
internal elements that is necessary for our body to be 
healthy can be easily disturbed by one element becoming 
dominant. Because of this the internal elements of our 
body are a source of recurring hindrances in the form of ill­
health, disease and pain. 

Our mind can also be the the' source of internal 
hindrances. If our mind is filled with negative thoughts 
and emotions we shall experience great harm and suffer­
ing as a result. In fact, the greatest obstacles to achieving 
happiness are the three mental poisons of desirous 
attachment, hatred and ignorance. These prevent our 
achieving a peaceful mind and also destroy whatever 
happiness we may have gained. 

We can now consider the main sources of interference 
that hinder our progress to liberation and enlightenment. 
These can be summarized as the four maras, 'mara' being 
a Sanskrit word meaning demon or devil. The four maras 
are: 

1. mara of delusions 
2. mara of aggregates 
3. mara of the Lord of Death 
4. mara of Devaputra 

1. mara of delusions 
Delusions are unpeaceful states of mind that directly or 

indirectly give rise to the suffering of sentient beings. 
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They are included within true origins, the second noble 
truth. The three principle delusions are the three mental 
poisons already mentioned, desirous attachment, hatred 
and ignorance. Together with pride, doubt and deluded 
views, they constitute the six root delusions from which 
many other delusions stem. 

All the suffering that we experience arises as a result of 
our delusions and the actions we create under their 
influence. As well as disrupting our temporary happiness 
and peace, delusions also hinder our progress towards the 
ultimate happiness of liberation and enlightenment. 
Through consideration of the twelve dependent-related 
links we can understand that we cannot gain com­
plete liberation from suffering unless we overcome ig­
norance, the source from which all other delusions spring. 
Because delusions are a main obstacle to the attainment of 
liberation and enlightenment, they are called a mara. 

2. mara of aggregates 
Here, aggregates refers to the five contaminated aggre­

gates of a person within cyclic existence. These aggregates 
are contaminated because they arise as a result of actions 
contaminated by delusions. The contaminated aggregates 
of beings within cyclic existence are the basis of their 
suffering. For example, those who have the contaminated 
aggregates of a human being experience the sufferings of 
a human, and those who have the contaminated aggre­
gates of a dog experience the sufferings of a dog. 

If we wish to gain liberation or full enlightenment, we 
need to completely abandon contaminated aggregates by 
overcoming rebirth within cyclic existence. Our con­
taminated aggregates are therefore an obstacle to libera­
tion as well as the basis of our present suffering. For this 
reason they are called a mara. 

3. mara of the Lord of Death 
The mara of the Lord of Death refers to ordinary 

uncontrolled death. Quite clearly, uncontrolled death can 
be a very serious interruption to our progress towards 
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liberation and enlightenment. If we lose our wealth or 
possessions there are methods we can use to replace 
them, but there is no method to retrieve this life once 
death has robbed us of it. Once this life is finished, the 
resources we have accumulated become completely use­
less to us. More seriously though, death deprives us of the 
chance to complete our spiritual practice. Unless we have 
thoroughly purified our negative actions and gained firm 
control over our body, speech and mind, we cannot be 
confident that we shall gain a fortunate rebirth after 
death. Instead we may plunge into a rebirth in the lower 
realms where spiritual practice is impossible and escape 
is very difficult. 

4. mara of Devaputra 
Although the previous three sources of interference are 

called maras, or demons, they are not anima:te beings. The 
Devaputra maras, on the other hand, are actual beings 
who interfere with our spiritual progress to liberation and 
enlightenment. 

The most common mara of this type is Black Ishvara. 
This god abides in the land known as Controlling Others' 
Emanations, which is the highest state of existence within 
the desire realm. This god has limited, contaminated 
miraculous powers, which make him very powerful 
compared with other beings in the desire realm. If we 
entrust ourselves to Ishvara we may receive some tempor­
ary benefit in this life, such as an increase in our wealth 
and possessions, but Black Ishvara is the enemy of those 
seeking liberation and interferes with our spiritual progress. 
For this reason he is sometimes simply known as Mara. 

When Shakyamuni was about to demonstrate the 
attainment of final enlightenment under the Bodhi Tree, it 
was Mara and his entourage who tried to disturb him. 
Mara manifested visions of alluring, beautiful women in 
order to excite desirous attachment and rained down 
weapons to incite anger. However, none of these~ ploys 
succeeded. Shakyamuni overcame these interferences 
through the force of his meditative concentration on love. 
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Anyone who becomes completely free from these four 
maras attains full enlightenment and becomes a buddha. 
In fact, because they have overcome, or conquered, the 
four maras, buddhas are given the name 'Conqueror'. 
Hinayana foe-destroyers have achieved freedom from the 
gross levels of interference by the four maras but only 
buddhas have gained release from the most subtle levels 
of interference. 

Illustrations of the practice of the sutra (2) 
There is no more powerful remedy for overcoming 

hindrances and interferences than the practice of the 
perfection of wisdom as revealed in the Essence of Wisdom 
Sutra. There are many instances of sincere practitioners of 
the perfection of wisdom using this sutra to avert harm 
and hindrances. 

There was once a time when the god Indra was in 
danger of losing his life because of an attack by the 
powerful forces of jealous demi-gods. Indra had previously 
received teachings from Buddha and knew that to kill 
the demi-gods would be a serious transgression of those 
teachings. Wishing, therefore, to overcome his attackers 
by a peaceful method, Indra contemplated the profound 
meaning of the Essence of Wisdom Sutra while reciting its 
words. Through the power of this contemplation and 
redtiltion, the demi-gods ceased their attack; their anger 
subsided and their minds became peaceful and happy. 

There are accounts of similar events taking place in 
Tibet. For example, there was once a very powerful 
practitioner of black magic, called Kulo, who brought 
great harm and even death to a large number of people in 
the area of Tibet where he lived. Fortunately at that time 
there lived nearby a pure dharma practitioner called Lama 
Ukarwa. This lama72 could not bear to allow the suffering 
inflicted by the wicked Kulo to continue unopposed, so 
one day he confronted the magician in the presence of a 
great crowd of people and said to him, 'It is true that you 
are a very powerful man, but if you continue your evil 
actions, you will certainly be born in one of the lower 
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realms and there you will have to experience great 
suffering. Therefore it would be much better for you in 
the future if you gave up these harmful actions.' 

However, Kulo, far from accepting this advice, became 
even more angry and uncontrolled. 'You are going to be 
the very next person I kill,' he shouted, 'Before this week is 
over, you will be dead as a result of my magic.' 

He declared this before the frightened crowd and then 
stormed off, his mind consumed by hatred. All the people 
were very saddened by this. They were quite sure that 
within a week Lama Ukarwa would be dead since no··one 
could withstand Kulo' s magic. However Ukarwa himself 
returned calmly to his home and began to practise a 
technique for averting harm that he had learned· from a 
Kadampa73 master. This involved reciting and contem­
plating the Essence of Wisdom Sutra which he did with 
great faith and concentration for the following days. Then, 
on the last day of the week, just as Kulo had predicted, 
there was a sudden death, but it was the magician himself 
and not Ukarwa who had died! 

The people were amazed at this unexpected tum of 
events and thought that perhaps the lama had also 
practised black magic during the week. They came to him 
and asked whether this was true. Ukarwa replied that he 
had not done anything to kill or even harm the magician, 
explaining that he had no such power and certainly no 
such intention. He told them that he had practised a 
technique to avert hindrances and as a result Kulo' s magic 
had been neutralized. He suggested that perhaps Kulo' s 
own evil powers had turned against him and caused his 
death. Ukarwa emphasized that he had had no intention to 
kill the magician. 

Inspired by these events, the people requested teach­
ings on the Essence of Wisdom Sutra and also received 
instruction on how to avert dangers using the sutra. Many 
of them received signs indicating that their practice was 
successful and thus they gained protection from various 
hindrances. 

As a result of occurrences such as this, the practio~s to 
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avert hindrances using this sutra became very popular in 
Tibet. There are many people who have direct personal 
experience of how effective these practices can be. For 
instance, in 1954, Shigatse, the second largest city in 
Tibet, was in great danger of being flooded. After many 
houses had been destroyed the local people requested the 
monks of nearby Tashi Lhunpo monastery to help avert 
the disaster. The monks left their monastery and as­
sembled facing the approaching flood waters. First they 
recited the Essence of Wisdom Sutra and then repeated the 
mantra of the perfection of wisdom many times, clapping 
their hands as indicated in the practice. As they did this, 
the waters receded and the danger was averted to the 
great relief of the people of the city. 

Many Tibetans have some experience of the great 
benefits of these practices. Very often if a family member 
becomes ill, a lama will be invited to their house to recite 
the sutra and perform other rituals. I myself have 
participated in such practices and I have seen personally 
how effective they can be. Also those who have attended 
many teachings given by Tibetan lamas will know that it 
is the custom to recite the Essence of Wisdom Sutra before 
the start of the discourses in order to avert obstacles to the 
transmission and comprehension of the teachings. 

As briefly mentioned above, at one point during the 
practice to avert hindrances, we clap our hands together. 
The purpose of this is to remind us of emptiness. In many 
texts it is stated that it is easier to develop an understand­
ing of emptiness through contemplating sound than 
through contemplating other external objects such as 
visual form. When we clap our hands we can think 
'Where is the sound? Is it on the right hand? On the left 
hand? Somewhere in between? Or perhaps somewhere 
else?' If we check like this we cannot find the sound. 
Realizing that the sound cannot be found leads us to an 
understanding of emptiness. 

An example of teaching emptiness using sound as the 
basis is found in the last chapters of the Eight Thousand 
Stanza Perfection of Wisdom Sutra. There, a story is told 
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about the great teacher Dharmodgata who reveals the 
profound view of emptiness to the bodhisattva Sadapra­
rudita by taking the sound of a lute as an example. It may 
be helpful to give a brief outline of this story. 

Sadaprarudita was given this name, which means 'the 
one who is always crying', because he was filled with grief 
having searched unsuccessfully for a qualified teacher 
who could reveal the perfection of wisdom. He would not 
give up his search, however, and asked everyone he met, 
'Where is the teacher who can reveal to me the profound 
perfection of wisdom?' 

One day, through the power of having purified the 
stains of previous non-virtuous actions, there appeared in 
space before him a vision of a buddha. The vision spoke 
to him saying that he should travel east to a town called 
Gandhavati. There he would find the great bodhisattva 
Dharmodgata, who would give teachings on the perfec­
tion of wisdom. The vision of the buddha then vanished. 
Upon hearing these words, Sadaprarudita was so joyful 
that he experienced a feeling of bliss similar to the blissful 
suppleness experienced by yogis74 in deep meditation. 

Sadaprarudita then reflected that he would like to bring 
a gift to Dharmodgata in order to express his respect and 
reverence for· him. However, Sadaprarudita was poor and 
unable to buy even the smallest gift. Finally he thought, 
'At the moment I am endowed with this human body of 
flesh and bone. If I do not make use of it now, when shall I 
be able to use it? If I sell portions of this body to others, I 
shall be able to buy worthy offerings for my teacher, 
Dharmodgata.' Filled with the strong determination to 
sell his own body in order to fulfil his wish to make 
offerings, he travelled to a nearby town and stood in the 
market-place crying out, 'Is there anyone here who would 
like to buy my body?' Despite his loud cries no-one 
seemed to hear him. Greatly disappointed, Saduprarudita 
went to one side and wept. 

Thereupon, the chief of the gods, Indra, having seen 
what had happened, decided to test the resolve of 
Sadaprarudita. In the guise of a high-caste brahmin, he 
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approached Sadaprarudita and said, 'Normally I have no 
use for human flesh but, as it happens, today there is a 
special ceremony and I need a man's flesh, blood and 
marrow. If you give these to me I shall pay you.' 

Hearing this, Sadaprarudita was overjoyed. He imme­
diately cut some flesh from his right thigh and drew to 
one side to smash his bone. The daughter of a local 
merchant lived nearby and witnessed this astonishing 
seene. Rushing outside she asked Sadaprarudita why he 
was inflicting such treatment on himself. The bodhisattva 
explained he was selling his flesh to buy offerings so that 
he could honour the great bodhisattva, Dharmodgata. The 
merchant's daughter then asked him why he wished to 
honour Dharmodgata and wHat benefits he hoped to 
receive. Sadaprarudita replied 'Dharmodgata will explain 
to me the perfection of wisdom and skilful means. 
Through training in these I shall achieve great enlighten­
ment and share the precious dharma with all beings.' 
When he explained the excellent qualities of buddha­
hood, the young woman developed great respect for the 
three jewels. She implored Sadaprarudita not to harm 
himself further and declared, 'I shall give you whatever 
you require to honour Dharmodgata and I shall come with 
you to him.' 

Indra then threw off his disguise and stood before 
Sadaprarudita in his normal form. He proclaimed to the 
bodhisattva, 'All the buddhas of the past attained en­
lightenment through having just such a desire for dharma 
as you have. I have no need of your flesh - I came here 
only to test you. Now choose what you will, and I shall 
give it to you.' 

Sadaprarudita answered, 'Give me the supreme quali­
ties .of a buddha!' Indra explained that such a request lay 
within the province of the buddhas alone; it was not 
within his power to grant. Sadaprarudita told Indra that 
he required no other wish to be granted and explained 
that he was able to heal his mutilated body through his 
special powers of declaring the truth. By these means his 
body was restored to its former whole state. 
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The story continues with an account of how Sadapra­
rudita finally met with Dharmodgata and made offerings 
to him. One of the first questions Sadaprarudita asked 
concerned the visions of the buddhas that had appeared 
and spoken to him. He asked Dharmodgata, 'Where did 
these buddhas come from and where did they go to?' 

Dharmodgata replied, 'Buddhas do not come from 
anywhere, nor do they go anywhere. Since buddhas lack 
inherent existence, they are completely empty.' It was 
then that Dharmodgata used the example of the sound of 
a lute to illustrate his point. He asked Sadaprarudita, 
'Where does the sound of a lute come from and where 
does it go? Does it come from the strings, from within the 
lute, from the fingers of the player, from his effort to play, 
or from elsewhere? And when the sound has stopped, 
where does it go?' 

In this way, Dharmodgata explained that although the 
buddhas are empty of inherent existence they appear in 
dependence upon many causes and conditions, and when 
these causes and conditions cease, the buddhas no longer 
appear. In this respect, the buddhas are like the sound of a 
lute. If we try to find the sound upon the strings of the 
lute, or upon the fingers of the player and so forth, we are 
unable to find it. This is because the sound is empty of 
inherent existence. Nevertheless, when all the appro­
priate causes and conditions are assembled the sound of a 
lute will be produced, and when those causes and 
conditions cease, the sound stops. 

After Dharmodgata' s explanation of the non-coming 
and non-going of the buddhas, using the illustration of 
the sound of a lute, the whole earth shook and many 
thousands of beings gained profound realizations of 
emptiness. Finally, through Dharmodgata's teachings on 
the perfection of wisdom, Sadaprarudita achieved extra­
ordinary concentrations on emptiness and gained many 
miraculous powers. 

The reason for recounting this story here is to illustrate 
that sound can be a very helpful basis for the realization 
of emptiness. Thus, during the practice for averting 
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hindrances that is explained next, we clap our hands four 
times in order to strengthen our recollection of emptiness. 
The story of Sadaprarudita also illustrates that in the past 
sincere practitioners were prepared to make determined 
efforts and undergo great hardships in order to receive 
teachings on the perfection of wisdom. They were happy 
to do this because they understood the great benefits of 
achieving and completing the perfection of wisdom. 

The actual practice to overcome hindrances (3) 
I shall now describe a practice involving the recitation 

and contemplation of the Essence of Wisdom Sutra that can 
be used to avert or overcome hindrances and obstacles. 
The method can be used to overcome both the hindrances 
that afflict oneself and those afflicting others. Also, the 
practice can be directed towards overcoming both inter­
nal and external obstacles. The extent to which we are 
successful in overcoming obstacles through this practice, 
however, depends on the strength of our faith. 

The text of this practice is as follows: 

Taking Refuge and other Preliminaries 
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To the buddhas, the dharma and the supreme 
assembly 
I go for refuges until enlightenment. 
Through the merits I have accumulated by giving 
and so forth, 
May I attain buddhahood to benefit migrators. 76 

recited three times 

Namo 77 Guru, teacher, Blessed One arid the Great 
Mother, Prajnaparamita, 
Surrounded by your sons -the buddhas of the ten 
directions 78 and all bodhisattvas. 
I prostrate to this assembly, make offerings and 
take refuge. 
Please empower me with your blessings. 

recited three times 



A Method to Overcome Hindrances 

Recitation of the Sutra 

At this point the complete Essence of Wisdom Sutra is 
recited. 

Recitation of the Mantra 

tadyatha om gate gate paragate parasamgate boclhi 
svaha 

recited three, seven or mo1"e times 

Requests to Overcome Hindrances 

Great Mother, Prajnaparamita, 
And all the buddhas and bodhisattvas of the ten 
directions, 
Through the power of your blessings 
May these true words of mine be achieved. 
Just as before, when by contemplating the 
profound meaning of the perfection of wisdom 
and reciting its words, 
Indra overcame all the harm of maras, non­
humans and so forth, 
In the same way, by my contemplating the 
profound meaning of the perfection of wisdom 
and reciting its words, 
May all the harm of maras, non-humans and so 
forth be overcome. clap 
May they become non-existent. clap 
May they be pacified. clap 
May they be thoroughly pacified. clap 

Dedication and Prayer 

May all kinds of interferences, diseases and 
possessing spirits be pacified. 
May I be separated from unfavourable conditions 
And may I achieve favourable conditions and 
everything excellent. 
Through this fortune may there be at this time 
happiness and health. 
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Prajnaparamita 
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We begin this practice by visualizing the objects of 
refuge. In the space in front of us we visualize an 
extensive jewelled throne supported by eight snow lions. 
In the centre of this throne is a lotus flower upon which is 
a moon seat (a circular cushion of white light) and a sun 
seat (a circular cushion of yellow light). Seated on the sun 
seat is the founder of the teachings, Buddha Shakyamuni, 
in his usual posture: his left hand rests in his lap holding 
a bowl; his right hand is in the earth-touching gesture, 
and his legs are crossed in the vajra position. 79 His body 
has the nature of golden light and he wears the robes of a 
fully-ordained monk. 

At- Buddha Shakyamuni' s heart we visualize another 
lotus, moon and sun seat. On this is seated the Great 
Mother, Prajnaparamita, who is the embodiment of the 
wisdom truth body of all the buddhas. She has a body of 
golden light with one face and four arms. Her first right 
hand holds a golden vajra80 with nine prongs at each end. 
In her first left hand she holds the Perfection of Wit;dom 
Sutra. Her remaining two hands rest in her lap in the pose 
of meditative equipoise. She is adorned withr precious 
jewels and ornaments and wears beautiful garments of 
thin, heavenly material. She is seated in the cross-legged, 
vajra position. We visualize Buddha Shakyamuni and the 
Great Mother as real, living beings, not lifeless like a 
painting or statue. 

On the extensive throne, surrounding the two principal 
objects of refuge, are the buddhas and bodhisattvas of the 
ten directions. In this way we visualize a vast assembly of 
refuge objects before us in space. Without forgetting the 
visualization we begin the recitation of the text. 

First we recite three times the four-lined verse for 
generating refuge and the mind of enlightenment. vVhile 
we recite the first two lines we remember the fears that 
face ourself and others and with great faith take refuge in 
the three jewels. During the recitation of the last two lines 
we generate the mind of enlightenment, the mind 
wishing to achieve buddhahood for the benefit of all 
sentient beings. 

159 



Heart of Wisdom 

We then recite the second verse three times. During this 
recitation we focus our mind on the visualized objects of 
refuge. We prostrat~ to them, make offerings and take 
refuge in them. Finally we request their blessings. When 
making prostrations it is sufficient here to place our 
hands together at our heart and generate the mind of 
respect and faith. We can make physical offerings of fresh 
water, flowers and so forth, or just visualize beautiful 
offerings beiFl.g made. 

Having completed these preliminaries we recite the text 
of the Essence of Wisdom Sutra. During this recitation we 
should maintain our faith and devotion towards .the 
assembly of refuge objects, and a:lso contemplate the 
meaning of the sutra. 

When we have completed the recitation of the sutra we 
tum our attention to the heart of Prajnaparamita. There, 
standing at the centre of a white moon cushion, a blue 
letter hum 81 appears. Surrounding the letter hum, around 
the edge of the moon cushion, stand the letters of the 
perfection of wisdom mantra in a clockwise direction. The 
letters of the mantra are made of golden light but have the 
nature of the wisdom of Prajnaparamita herself. As we 
concentrate on these letters we remember the profound 
meaning of emptiness and recite the mantra. While 
reciting the mantra of the perfection of wisdom we 
co~template that we and all that offends and harms us are 
empty of inherent existence. We recite the mantra as many 
times as we can comfortably. 

After the mantra recitation we make requests to avert 
hindrances. While we recite the requesting verses we 
think about the harms and hindrances that we wish to 
overcome. When we reach the point where we recite 

May all the harm of maras, non-humans and so 
forth be overcome. 

we clap and imagine that the harms and hindrances 
gather together into emptiness. Then, when we recite the 
next line 
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May they become non-existent. 

we clap again and imagine that they dissolve into 
emptiness. While reciting the next line 

May they be pacified. 

we clap and imagine that they cease completely in 
emptiness, and finally when we recite 

May they be thoroughly pacified. 

we should clap for the fourth time and think that all the 
harms and hindrances can never arise again. As explained 
earlier we clap our hands each time in order to remind us 
of emptiness. 82 

We then meditate upon emptiness. We can think that 
we, all that harms us and the harm itself are all empty of 
inherent existence. We try to generate this realization and 
maintain it as well as we can. After the meditation on 
emptiness we recite the remaining verse of dedication. 

If we wish to use this practice to overcome the four 
maras that afflict us and others, there is a particular 
visualization that we can do during the part of the practice 
where we make requests to avert hindrances. We recall 
the harm and suffering experienced by all beings as a 
result of the mara of delusions and the other maras. Using 
this as a basis we generate the mind of great compassion 
and the strong wish to free all beings from the four maras. 
For the purpose of this practice we visualize the four 
maras in physical form. 

We visualize the mara of delusions as a host of yellow 
human beings riding yellow hors'es. Each rider holds a 
metal sword in his right hand and a noose in his left. It is 
important to remember that in essence these horsemen 
are delusions- the delusions merely appear in this aspect. 
Because the delusions that afflict sentient beings are 
beyond measure, we visualize these horsemen filling the 
whole of space. 
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The visualizations of the other three maras are very 
similar, differing only in the colour of the horses and 
riders and the weapons carried. In the case of the mara of 
aggregates the horses and riders are red and the riders 
carry a spear and noose. The mara of the Lord of Death 
appears as black horsemen upon black horses and holding 
a wooden sword and a noose. Lastly, we visualize the 
Devaputra maras as white horsemen upon white horses 
and holding a white flower and a noose. 

When we clap our hands the first time we imagine that 
all the yellow horsemen, who in essence are delusions, 
gather and dissolve into emptiness, become non-existent 
and will never arise again, like a rainbow dissolving into 
the sky without leaving a trace. We then think that we 
have accomplished our wish to free all beings from 
delusions. Then, when we clap our hands the second time 
we imagine that the red horsemen, who in essence are the 
contaminated aggregates of all sentient beings, gather and 
dissolve into emptiness, become non-existent and will 
never arise again. Similarly, when we clap our hands the 
third time we destroy the black horsemen who are the 
mara of the Lord of Death and when we clap our hands 
the fourth time, .we destroy the white horsemen who are 
the Devaputra maras. When we have completed this 
practice we think, 'I have now freed all sentient beings 
fro;m the four maras!' and we try to generate a feeling of 
great joy. 

This practice is an excellent method for developing 
great compassion and the mind of enlightenment, as well 
as for developing the wisdom realizing emptiness. When 
we eventually achieve buddhahood through completing 
the spiritual paths of method and wisdom we shall 
actually have the ability to help others overcome the four 
maras. The practice described here takes the future result, 
buddhahood, and uses it in the path right now. We 
imagine that we already have abilities that we wish to 
gain in the future and thereby create the cause to achieve 
those very abilities more quickly. 

Finally it should be mentioned that these practices to 
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avert hindrances can be done in either a peaceful or a 
wrathful manner. What has been described is the peaceful 
method. If someone has received an empowerment into 
highest yoga tantra, 83 he or she is permitted to do these 
practices in the very powerful wrathful manner. However, 
whichever way we do these practices we should be 
mindful of the underlying meaning of what we are doing. 
Simply clapping our hands has, by itself, no great 
meaning or significance. In order to gain true freedom 
from obstacles and to achieve full awakening to buddha­
hood it is necessary to gain experience of the actual 
perfection of wisdom. 
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Notes 

The references to other works and many of the notes have been 
provided by the editor. 
A bibliography of books referred to follows these notes .. 

Chapter One 
1. Tantra, or secret mantra, teachings can be distinguished 

from sutra teachings by their presentation of methods of 
mind training that involve bringing the future result 
(buddhahood) into the present path. Thus, the practitioners 
of secret mantra try to overcome ordinary appearances and 
conceptualizations, and try to visualize their environment, 
body, enjoyments and deeds as those of a buddha. For a 
fuller explanation of secret mantra see Tantra in Tibet and 
Clear Light of Bliss, pp. 4-7. 

2. Hinayana and mahayana are Sanskrit words meaning 'small 
vehicle' and 'great vehicle' respectively. Hinayana refers to 
the spiritual vehicle that leads to the attainment of one's own 
liberation from all sufferings through the complete abandon­
ment of one's delusions. In order to follow this vehide one 
must be motivated by the wish to be liberated from the cyclic 
process of uncontrolled rebirth. Mahayana refers to the 
spiritual vehicle that leads to the attainment of buddhahood 
through the complete abandonment of one's delusions and 
their imprints. In order to follow this vehicle one must be 
motivated by the wish to achieve buddhahood in o:rder to 
benefit all sentient beings. 

3. The many levels of meditation on emptiness are the stages of 
the path of wisdom. Other meditations, such as meditations 
on love and com passion, are the stages of the path of method. 
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Chapter Two 
4. The mind of enlightenment ('bodhichitta' in Sanskrit) is a 

spontaneous mind wishing to achieve full enlightenment in 
order to benefit all sentient beings. See pp. 13-14. For a fuller 
explanation of bodhichitta, see Meaningful to Behold. The 
meaning of emptiness is discussed in Chapter Four. 

5. A bodhisattva is a being who possesses the mind of 
enlightenment (see note 4) but has not yet achieved 
buddhahood. See pp. 13-14. The attitudes and practices of a 
bodhisattva are described in detail in Meaningful to Behold. 

6. There are four types of body of a buddha: wisdom truth 
body, entity body, enjoyment body, and emanation body. 
These are discussed on pp. 122-5. 

7. The four maras are the four principal hindrances to the 
achievement of liberation and enlightenment. See pp. 
147-50. 

8. There are two levels of hinayana: the hearer vehicle and the 
solitary conqueror vehicle. Even though both hearers and 
solitary conquerors are hinayanists there are differences in 
their motivation, behaviour and their accumulated merit and 
wisdom. In these respects a solitary conqueror is more 
elevated than a hearer. Practitioners of both these hinayana 
vehicles become superior beings when they realize empti­
ness directly, a hearer becoming a superior hearer and a 
solitary conqueror becoming a superior solitary conqueror. 

9. This means that the body and mind of a buddha are not 
separate phenomena. The meaning of 'same entity' is 
discussed more on page 61. 

Chapter Three 
10. See note 6. 
11. See note 6. 
12. The twelve major deeds are: (1) descent from the Joyful Land, 

(2) conception in the mother's womb, (3) birth, (4) mastery of 
youthful skills and sports, (5) enjoyments with a wife and 
retinue, (6) ordination, (7) the practice of asceticism, (8) 
meditation under the Bodhi Tree, (9) overcoming the maras, 
(10) the attainment of enlightenment, (11) turning the wheel 
of dharma, (12) showing the passing way. 

13. In general, buddhas manifest in many different forms. The 
aspect of some of these emanations are mundane even 
though in essence they are buddhas. Also, a buddha may 
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manifest as a person with realizations of the hinayana or as a 
bodhisattva. Among the various emanations of a buddha, an 
emanation who performs the twelve major deeds, such as 
Buddha Shakyamuni, is called a supreme emanation. From 
the point of view of external aspect such an emanation is 
supreme, but from the point of view of nature all emanations 
of a buddha, however mundane in aspect, are supreme 
beings. We should not infer from the name 'supreme 
emanation' that there are higher and lower emanations of 
buddhas. In essence, all emanations of buddhas are fully 
enlightened beings. 

14. Brahma and lndra are worldly goqs (Skt. deva). 
15. Dharma is a Sanskrit word with several different meanings 

depending on the context. As used here, it refers to spiritual 
practices and instruction that protect a person from experi­
encing suffering and dissatisfaction, particularly in future 
lives. 
Turning the wheel of dharma refers to the giving of dharma 
teachings. Generally, Buddha's teachings can be divided 
into three turnings of the wheel of dharma. The first 
comprises principally teachings on the four noble truths; the 
second comprises principally the Perfection of Wisdom Sutras 
revealing the middle way (Skt. madhyamaka) philosophy; 
and the third comprises principally the teachings on the 
mind-only (Skt. chittamatra) philosophy. 

16. A foe-destroyer (Skt. arhat) is a person who has abandoned 
all delusions and their seeds and has thereby achieved 
liberation from the cycle of uncontrolled rebirth. 

17. There are three realms of beings within cyclic existence from 
the point of view of the level of the beings' delusions, namely 
the desire realm, the form realm and the formless realm. The 
beings of the desire realm have powerful delusions; the 
beings of the form realm have delusions on a more subtle 
level; and the beings of the formless realm have delusions on 
a very subtle level. In general, hell beings, hungry spirits, 
animals, humans and demi-gods are all beings of the desire 
realm. In the case of gods, some are of the desire realm some 
are of the form realm and some are of the formless realm. 

18. The five aggregates are the aggregates of form, feeling, 
discrimination, compositional factors and consciousness. 
They are explained on pp. 26-8. 

19. Great compassion is a mind that cannot bear the suffering of 
others and wishes all beings without exception to be released 
from their suffering. 
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20. Cyclic existence (Skt. samsara) is the process of death and 
rebirth under the control of delusions and actions contamin­
ated by delusions. It is characterized by suffering and 
dissatisfaction. 

Chapter Four 
21. There are six realms of beings within cyclic existence. Three 

are higher, or fortunate, realms, i.e. the realms of gods, demi­
gods and humans, and three are lower, or unfortunate, 
realms, i.e. the realms of animals, hungry spirits and hell 
beings. 

22. A phenomenon is impermanent if it undergoes change 
moment by moment. 

23. The Tibetan for subsequently is rjes su and the Tibetan for 
inference is rjes dpag. 

24. The non-fabricated mind of enlightenment is a mind of 
enlightenment that arises spontaneously day and night and 
is the actual mind of enlightenment. Before achieving this 
mind we may be able to generate an artificial, or fabricated, 
mind of enlightenment at certain times by contemplating the 
suffering of others and so forth. This fabricated mind of 
enlightenment acts as the foundation for developing the 
actual mind of enlightenment in the future. 

25. For a detailed description of tranquil abiding and the 
method to achieve it, see Chapter Eight of Meaningful to 
Behold. 

26. Any particular moment of mind can be considered as 
comprising a primary mind and various mental factors. The 
primary mind and its accompanying mental factors are not 
different entities but they do have different functions. For a 
discussion of mind (i.e. primary mind) and mental factors 
see Meditation on Emptiness, p. 235. 

27. For a discussion of the major buddhist systems of tenets, see 
Practice and Theory of Tibetan Buddhism and Meditation on 
Emptiness. 

28. For a discussion of the hypothetical synonyms of inherent 
existence (or self) see Meditation on Emptiness, p. 35. 

29. In order to understand the emptiness of our body and its 
parts it is helpful to read also the ninth chapter of 
Shantideva's Guide to the Bodhisattva's Way of Life. For a 
translation of this work, see A Guide to the Bodhisattva's Way 
of Life and for a commentary, see Meaningful to Behold. 

30. A discussion of negative phenomena is found in Appendix 
Four of Meditation on Emptiness. 
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31. A ge_neric image (or J?Ore accurately, 'meaning generality') is 
the 1mage of an obJect that appears to a conceptual mind 
apprehending that object. The conceptual mind mistakes the 
generic image for the object itself. For example, if we 
remember our mother an image of our mother appears to our 
conceptual mind. It seems to that conceptual mind that our 
mother herself is appearing directly. However, the object 
that principally appears to that mind is the generic image of 
our mother. This generic image appears to our mind through 
the mental exclusion of all objects that are not our mother. It 
is thus the appearance of a non-non-mother. As such, like all 
generic images, it is a permanent phenomenon, whereas our 
mother herself is impermanent. For a further discussion of 
generic images, see Meditation on Emptiness, pp. 346-349. 

32. The two extremes of non-existence and existence are also 
called the extremes of annihilation and permanence, 
respectively. With reference to a table that appears to our 
mind, for example, a non-existent table is an example of an 
extreme of non-existence and an inherently existent table is 
an example of an extreme of existence. The table that we see 
is neither of these two extremes, so both the extremes are 
non-existences. The table that we see (with a valid eye 
consciousness) exists but is empty of inherent existence. 

33. There are two principal types of meditation and they are 
usually used in conjunction. When we use discursive 
thought or analysis in order to 'find' our object of meditation, 
this is analytical meditation. Having 'found' our object of 
meditation, if we then hold the object single-pointedly with 
our mind, this is placement meditation. The object of our 
meditation may be emptiness, impermanence, love, com­
passion and so forth. In the case of emptiness and 
impermanence, the analytical meditation is used to develop 
a strong appearance of the generic image of these objects and 
then we use the placement meditation to hold this 
appearance stably. In the case of meditations on love and 
compassion we use the analytical meditation to transform 
our mind into the mind of love or compassion and then 
during the placement meditation we try to maintain this 
mind. 

Chapter Five 
34. Sky and space are empty of obstructive contact (see pp. 

38-9.). Although the sky appears to be a blue canopy, if we 
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travel towards it we shall never encounter a blue object; 
there is only empty space. 

35. Chandrakirti, the great Indian scholar, is generally con­
sidered to be the founder of the Prasangika Madhyamaka 
school. 

36. If two phenomena are identical, they have the same generic 
image. 

37. See Meditation on Emptiness, pp. 413-416, for a more detailed 
discussion of the meaning of 'same entity' and 'different 
entity'. 

38. In Tibetan, a distinction is made between 'dependent­
related (phenomenon)' (Tib. rten 'brel) and 'dependent­
arising' (Tib. rten byung). A dependent-related phenomenon 
is a phenomenon that exists in dependence on other 
phenomena. This dependence can be a dependence on 
causes, name, parts, and so forth as discussed on pp. 68-74 
and 80-2. Normally, dependent-arising is used to mean a 
phenomenon that is produced (i.e. arises) in dependence on 
causes and conditions. It would seem, therefore, that if 
something is a dependent-arising it must be an imperma­
nent phenomenon. However, in his Fundamental Treatise on 
the Middle Way Nagarjuna states, 'There is no phenomenon 
that is not a dependent-arising.' In this case, dependent­
arising does not refer only to dependence upon causes but 
also embraces the other forms of dependence and therefore 
has the same meaning as dependent-related phenomenon. 

39. See pp. 31-3. 
40. The disadvantages of self-cherishing are vividly described 

in the eighth chapter of Shantideva's Guide to a Bodhisattva's 
Way of Life. See A Guide to a Bodhisattva's Way of Life and 
Meaningful to Behold. 

Chapter Six 
41. Although all the minds of ordinary beings are mistaken, they 

are not necessarily non-valid. A mistaken mind is a mind that 
is mistaken with respect to the object that appears to it. A 
non -valid mind is a mind that is mistaken with respect to the 
object it apprehends, or holds. Thus our eye consciousness 
perceiving this page is a mistaken mind because the page 
mistakenly appears to that mind as inherently existent, but it 
is a valid mind because the eye consciousness correctly 
apprehends the page as a page. 

42. Even if a person is able to prevent a particular delusion from 
manifesting, as long as the person's mind possesses the seed 
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of that delusion there is the possibility that the delusion will 
arise in the future. The seeds of delusions can be eliminated 
only through the wisdom that realizes emptiness directly. 

43. Meditative equipoise is a single-pointed concentration 
focused upon a subtle object such as emptiness. The 
uninterrupted path of the path of seeing is the first part of a 
single period of meditative equipoise on emptiness. The 
second part of the same meditative equipoise is the released 
path of the path of seeing. 

44. Innate delusions are delusions that are not the product of 
intellectual speculation but arise instinctively; see pp. 9S-9. 

45. There are ten bodhisattva grounds. For a discussion of these 
see Geshe Kels·ang's forthcoming commentary to Cha.ndra­
kirti's Madhyamakavatara. 

46. In all there are twelve qualities of the first ground 
bodhisattva based on the number 'one hundred': (1) he can 
see a hundred buddhas in the shortest instant, (2) he 
experiences the blessings of a hundred buddhas, (3) he is 
able to remain alive for a hundred aeons, (4) he can see a 
hundred aeons into the future and into the past, (5) he can 
absorb into, and emerge from, a hundred different 
concentrations in one instant, (6) he can vibrate a hundred 
worldly realms by means of his magical emanations, (7) he 
can illuminate a hundred worldly realms, (8) in one instant 
he can ripen a hundred beings by means of his magical 
emanations, (9) he can go to a hundred different buddha 
pure lands in one instant, (10) he can open perfectly a 
hundred different doors of the dharma, (11) he can emanate 
perfectly a hundred different bodies from his own body and 
reveal these to others, (12) each of his hundred bodies is 
endowed with, and beautified by, a retinue of a hundred 
conqueror's sons, which they reveal. 

47. The imprints of delusions remain even after the delusions 
themselves have been abandoned. They are rather like the 
smell that lingers in a jar that has been used to store garlic 
even after the garlic itself has been removed. Imprints of 
delusions are obstructions to knowing (see page 93) and we 
do not begin to abandon them until the later stages of the 
mahayana path of meditation (see page 100). 

48. Atisha (AD 982-1054) was a famous Indian pandit and abbot 
of the great buddhist monastery of Vikramashila at a time 
when mahayana buddhism was flourishing in India. He was 
later invited to Tibet and his arrival there led to the re­
establishment of buddhism in Tibet. He introduced the 
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stages of the path (lam rim) and mind training (blo byong) 
teachings, which still form the basis of study and practice for 
many followers of the Tibetan tradition of buddhism. 

49. Hinayana foe-destroyers and bodhisattvas above the 
seventh ground have completely abandoned their delusion­
obstructions but still have obstructions to knowing. 
Consequently they do not have omniscience and when they 
are not in meditative equipoise on emptiness, objects appear 
to them as inherently existent. 

50. For an explanation of true cessations, see pp. 115-16. 
51. According to lower buddhist schools a direct perceiver (Tib. 

mngon sum) is necessarily non-conceptual. However, accord­
ing to the presentation of the highest, Prasangika school, 
direct perceivers include the subsequent moments of an 
inference, which are conceptual minds. 

Chapter Seven 
52. 'Element' has been used here as a translation of the Tibetan 

word kham. This can lead to confusion since 'element' is also 
used to translate 'byung ba, as in the four elements of earth, 
water, fire and wind. The meanings of the two Tibetan 
expressions are quite different. For example, a table is a form 
element (kham) but not an element ('byung ba). An alternative 
translation of kham is 'nature'. Thus all phenomena have 
their own nature (kham) and are included in the 'eighteen 
natures'. Then, using this alternative terminology a table is a 
form nature and emptiness, for example, is a phenomenon 
nature. 

53. Although all ignorance is dependent-related, not all ignor­
ance is the' dependent-related ignorance' of the twelve links. 
A mind of self-grasping that does not motivate a person to 
create a compositional action is ignorance and is dependent­
related, but it is not 'dependent-related ignorance'. 

5.4. For a list of the ten powers see Meditation on Emptiness, p. 208. 
55. 'Mother' here refers to the uncontaminated wisdom realiz­

ing emptiness directly. Because this wisdom lacks dualistic 
appearance, it is 'separated from obstructions'. 

56. For an introduction to secret mantra see Tantra in Tibet and 
The Yoga of Tibet. A detailed description of secret mantra 
mahamudra is given in Clear Light of Bliss. 

Chapter Eight 
57. Vajra is a Sanskrit word carrying the meaning of indestruct­

ible like a diamond or powerful like .a thunderbolt. It is also 
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the name given to the pronged sceptre held in certain tantric 
practices. 

58. Sentient being (Tib. sems can) refers to a being who has a 
mind contaminated by delusions or their imprints. Thus, 
fully enlightened beings, although they are sentient in the 
sense of possessing mind, are not included within sentient 
beings. 

59. A mind is 'clear' in the sense that it is not form and does not 
possess form. It is 'knowing' since the principal function of a 
mind is to know an object. 

60. See note 12. 
61. This present aeon is called 'fortunate' because during this 

aeon one thousand buddhas will visit and turn the wheel of 
dharma. There are other aeons called dark aeons during 
which no buddhas appear. 

Chapter Nine 
62. In secret mantra, the Sanskrit word 'mantra' has the special 

meaning of protecting the mind from ordinary appearances 
and conceptions. 

63. In sutra teachings, as here, the great seal (Skt. mahamudra) 
refers to emptiness. Emptiness is called the great seal 
because phenomena never move from the state of being 
empty of inherent existence (hence emptiness is a 'seal') and 
through realizing emptiness directly the great purpose -
complete liberation from cyclic existence - can be achieved 
(hence emptiness is 'great'). In secret mantra the great seal, 
mahamudra, has a different meaning- see Clear Light of Bliss, 
P· 9. 

64. See note 3. 
65. The Kadampa geshes were special practitioners in Tibet who 

carried on the tradition of Atisha. This tradition is called 
'kadam', which carries the meaning that all the teachings of 
Buddha are to be integrated into one's own practic·e. 

66. An empowerment is the receiving of a special power of 
blessing from a qualified tantric master. 

Chapter Ten 
67. A naga is a type of non-human being that is not n~rmally 

visible to humans. They live mainly in the oceans of the 
world but also inhabit the land, particularly in association 
with rocks and trees. They are very powerful and can both 
harm and help human beings. Many diseases, known as 
naga diseases, are caused by nagas and normal medicines are 
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unable to combat them. However, they can be removed 
through performing certain naga rituals. 

68. A worldly being is someone who has not realized emptiness 
directly. 

Chapter Eleven 
69. The four opponent powers are: the power of reliance, the 

power of regret, the power of the opponent force, and the 
power of the promise. These are discussed in Chapter Two of 
Meaningful to Behold. 

70. Vasubandhu was an Indian buddhist master living in the 
fifth century. He was the younger brother of Asanga and 
wrote the Treasury of Phenomenology (Skt. Abhidharma­
koshakarika). 

Chapter Twelve 
71. There are many possible schemes under which we can 

conceive matter to be composed of parts or ingredients. At 
the present time in the West, we are accustomed to think of 
matter as composed of atomic elements, these elements 
being classified in terms of nuclear charge. Matter can also be 
considered as comprising elements of earth, water, fire and 
wind. These four elements are not the same as the earth of a 
field, the water of a river and so forth. Rather the elements of 
earth, water, fire and wind in broad terms are the properties 
of solidity, liquidity, heat and movement, respectively. All 
matter can be considered to be composed of a combination of 
these elements. 

72. 'Lama' (bla rna) is a Tibetan word meaning spiritual guide. It 
is roughly equivalent to the Sanskrit word 'guru'. 

73. See note 65. 
74. The Sanskrit word 'yogi' is usually used to refer to someone 

who has achieved the concentration of the union of tranquil 
abiding and superior seeing. Someone who has attained this 
union experiences a special bliss induced by wisdom. 

75. To take refuge in the buddha, the dharma and the supreme 
assembly (or sangha) means to have faith in these three 
jewels and to rely upon them to protect one from all fears and 
suffering. For a fuller explanation of refuge, see The Essential 
Nectar, pp. 105-11. 

76. 'Migrators' refers to beings within cyclic existence, who 
migrate from one uncontrolled birth to another. 

77. The Sanskrit word 'namo' is a word of homage and respect. 
78. The expression 'the ten directions' has the meaning of all 
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directions. The ten directions are the four cardinal directions 
(East, North, West and South), the four intermediate 
directions (North-east, North-west, South-west, South­
east), the upward direction and the downward direction. 

79. The vajra position is a cross-legged sitting posture in which 
each foot rests on the opposite thigh. It is sometimes ,called 
the full-lotus position. 

80. See note 57. 
81. This can be visualized as the Tibetan (or Sanskrit) letter or as 

the English syllable. 
82. There are other similar practices in which the hands are 

clapped three or nine times. Each system has its own 
significance and suitability. 

83. There are four sets of tantra: action (kriya) tantra, perform­
ance (charya) tantra, yoga tantra and highest yoga (anut­
tarayoga) tantra. See Clear Light of Bliss, pp. 6-7, and Tantra in 
Tibet. 
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Glossary 

English 

accumulation of merit 
accumulation of wisdom 
action/karma (Skt.) 
actual perfection of wisdom 
ageing and death 

(dependent-related) 
aggregate 
all-accompanying (mental factor) 
analytical meditation 
anger 
appearance 
appearing object 
apprehend 
apprehended object 
ascertainment 
attachment 
attention 

basis of imputation 
birth 
bodhichitta (Skt.) 
bodhisattva (Skt.) 
body consciousness 
buddha (Skt.) 
buddhahood 

Tibetan 

bsod nams kyi tshogs 
ye shes kyi tshogs 
las 
sher phyin dngos 
rga shi 

phung po 
kun 'gro 
dpyad sgom 
khong khro 
snang pa 
snang yul 
'dzin pa 
bzung yul 
nges pa 
chags pa 
yid la byed pa 

gdags gzhi 
skye ba 
byang chub kyi sems 
byang chub sems dpa' 
Ius kyi rnam par shes pa 
sang rgyas 
sang rgyas kyi go 'phang 
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English 

causal perfection of wisdom 
cause 
cognizer 
colour 
compassion 
compositional action 
compositional factor 
concentration 
conceptual mind 
consciousness 
contact 
contaminated 
contemplation 
conventional nature 
conventional truth 
craving 
cyclic existence/samsara (Skt.) 

death 
deceptive 
delusion 
delusion-obstruction 
demi-god 
dependent-arising 
dependent-related (phenomenon) 
dependent-related ageing and 

-death 
dependent-related birth 
dependent-related compositional 

action 
dependent-related consciousness 

dependent-related contact 
dependent-related craving 
dependent-related existence 
dependent-related feeling 
dependent-related grasping 
dependent-related ignorance 
dependent-related name and form 
dependent-related six sources 
desire realm 
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Tibetan 

rgyu sher phyin 
rgyu 
rig pa 
kha dog 
snying rje 
'du byed kyi las 
'du byed 
ting nge 'dzin 
rtog pa 
rnam shes/shes pa 
reg pa 
zag bcas 
bsam pa 
kun rdzob kyi rang bzhin 
kun rdzob bden pa 
sred pa 
'khor ba 

chi ba 
blu ba'i 
nyon mongs 
nyon sgrib 
lha rna yin 
rten byung 
rten 'brei 
rga shi ri rigs pa'i rten 

'brel 
skye ba'i rten 'brei 
'du byed las kyi rten 'brei 

rnam par shes pa'i rten 
'brei 

reg pa'i rten 'brei 
sred pa'i rten 'brei 
srid pa'i rten 'brei 
tshor ba'i rten 'brei 
len pa'i rten 'brel 
rna rig pa'i rten 'brei 
ming gzugs kyi rten 'brei 
skye mched kyi rten 'brei 
'dod khams 



English 

desirous attachment 
dharma (Skt.) 
direct perceiver 
direct valid cognizer 
discrimination 
dominant condition 
dualistic appearance 

ear consciousness 
earth (element) 
effect 
effort 
element (eighteen) 
element (four) 
emanation body 
empowerment 
emptiness 
empty 
enjoyment body 
enlightenment 
entity 
entity body 
exalted wisdom 
exhaustion (of ignorance, etc.) 
existence (dependent-related) 
existence (that which exists) 
extreme of existence 
extreme of non-existence 
eye consciousness 

faith 
false 
feeling 
fire (element) 
foe-destroyer 
form 
form realm 
formless 
formless realm 
four noble truths 

Glossary 

Tibetan 

'dod chags 
chos 
mngon sum 
mngon sum tshad ma 
'du shes 
bdag rkyen 
gnyis snang 

rna ba'i rnam par shes pa 
sa 
'bras bu 
brtson 'grus 
khams 
'byt.ing ba 
sprul sku 
dbang 
stong pa nyid 
stong pa 
longs sku 
byang chub 
ngo bo 
ngo bo nyid sku 
ye shes 
zad pa 
srid pa 
yod pa 
yod mtha' 
med mtha' 
mig gi rnam par shes pa 

dad pa 
rdzun pa 
tshor ba 
me 
dgra bcom pa 
gzugs 
gzugs khams 
gzugs med 
gzugs med kyi khams 
'phags p'ai bden pa bzhi 
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English 

generic image/meaning generality 
grasping 
great being 
great compassion 
great se.al 
ground (of bodhisattva) 

hatred 
hearer (Skt. shravaka) 
hell being 
hidden (object) 
hinayana (Skt.) 
hungry spirit 

ignorance 
impermanent (phenomenon) 
imprint 
imputation by conception 
independent 
inference 
inferential valid cognizer 
inherent existence 
innate delusion 
intellectually-formed delusion 
intention 

jealousy 

karma (Skt.)/action 

liberation 
love 

mahayana (Skt.) 
manifest (object) 
mantra (Skt.) 
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Tibetan 

don spyi 
len pa 
sems dpa' chen po 
snying rje chen po 
phyag rgya chen po 
sa 

zhe sdang 
nyan thos 
dmyal ba 
lkog 
theg dman 
yi drags 

rna rig pa 
mi rtag pa 
bag chags 
rtog pa'i btags pa 
rang rkya ba 
rjes dpag 
rjes dpag gi tshad rna 
rang bzhin gyis yod pa 
nyon mongs lhan skyes 
nyon mongs kun btags 
sems pa 

phrag dog 

las 

thar pa 
byams pa 

theg chen 
mngon 
sngags 



English 

mara (Skt.) 
meaning generality/generic image 
meditation 
meditative equipoise 
mental consciousness 
mental factor 
merit 
method 
middle way 
mind 
mind of definite emergence/ 

renunciation 
mind of enlightenment 
mindfulness 
mistaken consciousness 
mundane path 

name 
name and form 
nature 
negative phenomenon 
nirvana (Skt.)/state beyond 

sorrow 
non-affirming negative 
non-associated compositional 

factor 
non-conceptual 
non-deceptive 
non-existence (that which does 

not exist) 
non-mistaken cognizer 
non-valid mind 
non-virtuous/unwholesome 
nose consciousness 

object 
object condition 
object of knowledge 
object of negation 
obstruction to knowing 

Glossary 

Tibetan 

bdud 
don spyi 
sgom 
mnyam bzhag 
yid kyi mam par shes pa 
seins byung 
bsod nams 
thabs 
dbuma 
sems 
nges 'byung gi sems pa 

byang chub kyi sems 
dran pa 
'khrulshes 
'jig rten pa'i lam 

ming 
ming gzugs 
rang bzhin 
dgag chos 
mya ngan las 'das pa 

med dgag 
ldan min 'du byed 

rtog med 
mi blu ba'i 
medpa 

rna 'khrul ba'i rig pa 
tshad min gyi blo 
midge ba'i 
sna'i mam par shes pa 

yul 
dmigs rkyen 
shes bya 
dgag bya 
shes sgrib 
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English 

offering 
ominscience 

omniscient wisdom 

part 
path 
path of accurimlation 
path of meditation 
path of no-more-learning 
path of preparation 
path of seeing 
perfection of wisdom 

person 
phenomenon 
placement meditation 
positive phenomenon 
pride 
primary mind 
produced space 
profundity 
profundity of the conventional 
profundity of the two truths being 

nominally distinct 

profundity of the two truths being 
the same entity 

profundity of the ultimate 
prostration 
pure land 

realize 
realize emptiness directly 

reason 
rebirth 
refuge 
regret 
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Tibetan 

mchod pa 
rnam pa thams cad 

mkhyen pa/rnam 
mkhyen 

kum mkhyen ye shes 

cha shas 
lam 
tshogs lam 
sgom lam 
mi slob lam 
sbyor lam 
mthong lam 
she rab kyi pha rol tu 

phyin pa/sher phyin 
gang zag 
chos 
'jog sgom 
sgrub chos 
nga rgyal 
gtso sems 
'dus byas kyi nam mkha' 
zab mo 
kun rdzob pa'i zab mo 
tha snyad tsam du bden 

gnyis ngo bo 'dzin pa'i 
zab mo 

bden gnyis ngo bo gcig 
pa'i zab mo 

don dam pa'i zab mo 
phyag 'tshal ba 
dag zhing 

rtogs pa 
stong nyid mngon sum tu 

rtogs pa 
gtan tshigs 
skye ba blang pa 
skyabs 'dro 
'gyod pa 



English 

released path 
renunciation/mind of definite 

emergence 
resultant perfection of wisdom 
root delusions 

samsara (Skt.)/cyclic existence 
sangha (Skt.) 
secret mantra 
self 
self-cherishing 
self-existence 
self-grasping 
self-liberation 
sense consciousness 
sense power 
sentient being 
shape 
sign 
single-pointed concentration 

six sources (dependent-related) 
smell 
solitary conqueror 
sound 
source (eye source, etc.) 
space 
stages of the path 
state beyond sorrow/nirvana 

(Skt.) 
superior (being) 
superior seeing 
suppleness 
sutra (Skt.) 

tactile object 
tantra (Skt.) 
taste 
textual perfection of wisdom 
three jewels 

Glossary 

Tibetan 

mam grollam 
nges 'byung gi sems pa 

'bras bu sher phyin 
rtsa nyon 

'khor ba 
dge'dun 
gsang sngags 
bdag 
rang gees 'dzin 
bdag tu grub pa 
bdag 'dzin 
so so thar pa 
dbang shes 
dbang po 
sems can 
dbyibs 
rtags 
blo rtse gcig gi ting nge 

'dzin 
skye mched drug 
dri 
rang rgyal 
sgra 
skye mched 
nam mkha' 
lam rim 
my a ngan las 'das 'pa 

'phags pa 
lhag mthong 
shin sbyangs 
mdo 

reg bya 
rgyud 
ro 
gzhung sher phyin 
dkon mchog gsum 
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English 

throwing karma 
time 
tongue consciousness 
tranquil abiding 
true cessation 
true existence 
true origin 
true path 
true suffering 
truth body 
twelve dependent-related links 

two truths 

ultimate nature 
ultimate truth 
uninterrupted pa~h 
unproduced space 

unwholesome/non'-virtuous 

vajra (Skt.) 
vajra-like concentration 

valid basis of imputation 
valid cognizer 
view 
virtue 
virtuous/wholesome 
visual form 

water (element) 
wholesome/virtuous 
wind (element) 
wisdom 
wisdom arisen from 

contemplation 
wisdom arisen from hearing 
wisdom arisen from meditation 
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Tibetan 

'phen byed kyi las 
dus 
lce'i rnam par shes pa 
zhi gnas 
'gog bden 
bden par yod pa 
kun 'byung bden pa 
lam bden 
sdug bsngal bden pa 
chos.kyu 
rten 'brel yan lag bcu 

gnyis 
bden gnyis 

rang zhin mthar thug 
don dam bden pa 
bar chad med lam 
'dus rna byas kyi nam 

mkha' 
midge ba'i 

rdo rje 
rdo rje lha bu'i ting nge 

'dzin 
gdags gzhi tshad ma 
tshad ma 
lta ba 
dge ba 
dge ba'i 
gzugs 

chu 
dge ba'i 
rlung 
shes rab 
bsam 'byung gi shes rab 

thos 'byung gi shes rab 
sgom 'byung gi shes rab 



English 

wisdom of meditative equipoise 
wisdom truth body 
wrong consciousness 

Glossary 

Tibetan 

mnyam bzhag ye shes 
ye shes chos sku 
log shes 
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Outline of the Text 

The outline that follows lists sequentially all the sections into 
which the commentary is divided, showing the title and 
number of each section as they appear in the commentary. Each 
section has also been given an 'outline code' to indicate the 
relationship between the different sections. 

The way in which this outline can be used can be illustrated 
by taking one of its entries as an example: 

Outline Section title and number Page 
Code 
322 The answers by Avalokiteshvara (9)-(23) 17 

This entry indicates that section (9) entitled The answers by 
Avalokiteshvara begins on page 17. Read simply in this way the 
outline provides a detailed table of contents of the commentary. 

Additional information is included in the outline to allow the 
interested reader to understand the detailed structure of the 
commentary. The second section number, (23), is added to 
show that sections (10) to (23) are included within section (9), 
being sub-divisions of it. Thus all the commentary given under 
sections (9) to (23) are an explanation of The answers by 
Avalokiteshvara. 

The outline code 322 indicates that section (9) is th•O! second 
division of the section with code 32 (i.e. An explanation of the 
actual sutra), which in tum is the second division of the section 
with code 3. The outline has a structure rather like a family tree 
and the outline code enables the reader to trace the relationship 
between the various sections. The stops embedded in the 
outline code are merely to make the code easier to read and 
have no special significance. 
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Outline Section title and number 
Code 

Page 

Chapter One 
Introduction 1 

Chapter Two 
1 The meaning of the title (1) 3 
2 The homage of the translators (2) 6 

Chapter Three 
3 An explanation of the main body of the sutra 

(3)-(25) 7 
31 An explanation of the background to the sutra 

(4)-(6) 7 
311 The common explanation of the background to 

the sutra (5) 7 
312 The uncommon explanation of the background 

to the sutra (6) 11 
32 An explanation of the actual sutra (7)-(25) 14 
321 The question of Shariputra (8) 14 

Chapter Four 
322 The answers by Avalokiteshvara (9)-(23) 17 
322.1 The answer intended for those with minds of 

low.er faculties (10)-(21) 17 
322.11 A brief explanation of how to practise the 

perfection of wisdom on the paths of 
accumulation and preparation (11) 19 

322.12 An extensive explanation of how to practise the 
perfection of wisdom on the paths of 
accumulation and preparation (12)-(18) 25 

322.121 The meditation on the four profundities of the 
aggregate of form (13)-(17) 25 

322.121.1 The meditation on the first profundity of the 
aggregate of form (14) 26 

Chapter Five 
322.121.2 The meditation on the second profundity of the 

aggregate of form (15) 48 
322.121.3 The meditation on the third ·profundity of the 

aggregate of form (16) 59 
322.121.4 The meditation on the fourth profundity of the 

aggregate of form (17) 67 
322.122 The meditation on the four profundities of the 

aggregates of feeling, etc. (18) 76 
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Outline Section title and number 
Code 

Chapter Six 
322.13 An explanation of how to practise the perfection 

Page 
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