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INTRODUCTION: THE ENDURING
WISDOM OF THE HEART SUTRA

The Prajnaparamita Heart Sutra is one of
the most concise yet profound texts in
Mahayana  Buddhism.  With  just  a  few
hundred  words,  it  encapsulates  the
essence  of  Prajnaparamita  –  the
perfection  of  wisdom.  For  centuries,
scholars and practitioners have turned to
this sutra to unlock the nature of reality,
emptiness,  and  the  path  to  liberation.
Among  the  most  accessible  and
transformative  commentaries  is  The
H e a r t  O f  U n d e r s t a n d i n g
C o m m e n t a r i e s  O n  T h e
Prajnaparamita  Heart  Sutra  by  the
Vietnamese  Zen  master  Thich  Nhat
Hanh. This book does not merely explain
the sutra; it breathes life into its ancient
verses,  making  them  relevant  for
modern readers seeking peace, clarity,
and  a  deeper  understanding  of
interbeing. In this article, we will explore
the core teachings of  the Heart  Sutra,
examine  Thich  Nhat  Hanh's  unique
commentary,  and  discuss  how  these
insights can be applied to everyday life.
Whether  you  are  new  to  Buddhist
philosophy  or  a  seasoned  practitioner,
the  heart  of  understanding  offered  by
this commentary can transform how you

see yourself and the world.

THE HEART SUTRA: A BRIEF
OVERVIEW

The  Prajnaparamita  Heart  Sutra  is
part of a larger collection of Mahayana
scriptures  known  as  the  Perfection  of
Wisdom literature, composed around the
first century CE. It is famously chanted in
Zen and other Buddhist traditions. The
sutra is presented as a dialogue between
the Bodhisattva Avalokiteshvara and the
disciple  Shariputra.  Avalokiteshvara
declares that all phenomena are empty
of inherent self-nature. The famous line
“Form is emptiness, emptiness is form”
summarizes the doctrine of shunyata  –
empt iness.  Th is  does  not  mean
nothingness,  but  rather  that  all  things
are  in terdependent  and  lack  a
permanent,  independent  essence.  The
sutra then lists  the five skandhas (form,
feeling,  perception,  mental  formations,
consciousness),  the  sense  bases,  the
eighteen  dhatus,  the  twelve  links  of
dependent  origination,  and  the  Four
Noble Truths – all declared empty. The
culmination  is  the  mantra:  Gate  Gate
Paragate  Parasamgate  Bodhi  Svaha  –
“Gone, gone, gone beyond, gone utterly
beyond, awakening, hail!”
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Why a
Commentary Is

Essential
On  the  surface,  the  Heart  Sutra  can
seem  cryptic  or  nihilistic.  Its  stark
negations (“no eye, no ear, no nose…”)
can  confuse  a  reader  unfamiliar  with
Buddhist phenomenology. That is where
a  rel iable  commentary  becomes
i n v a l u a b l e .  T h e  H e a r t  O f
Understanding  Commentaries  On
The  Prajnaparamita  Heart  Sutra
p r o v i d e s  a  d o w n - t o - e a r t h ,
compassionate  interpretation.  Thich
Nhat Hanh emphasizes that the sutra is
not  a  philosophical  abstraction  but  a
guide  to  living  with  mindfulness  and
compassion. He translates the abstract
concept  of  emptiness  into  the  lived
experience of interbeing – the realization
that we are deeply connected to all that
is.  This  commentary  has  been praised
for making the Heart Sutra accessible to
Western  audiences  without  diluting  its
depth.

THICH NHAT HANH: THE TEACHER
OF ENGAGED BUDDHISM

T o  a p p r e c i a t e  T h e  H e a r t  O f
Understanding  Commentaries  On
The Prajnaparamita Heart  Sutra,  it
helps  to  understand  its  author.  Thich
Nhat  Hanh  (1926–2022)  was  a
Vietnamese  Buddhist  monk,  peace
activist, and prolific writer. He coined the
term “Engaged Buddhism” to  describe
the application of Buddhist principles to
social,  political,  and  environmental
issues.  His  teachings  emphasize
mindfulness,  breathing,  walking
meditation, and the practice of looking

deeply. Thich Nhat Hanh does not view
the Heart Sutra as a relic of ancient India
but as a living document that can heal
the  suffering  of  individuals  and
communities. His commentary is infused
with decades of meditation, study, and
compassionate action. He writes with the
voice of a teacher who has walked the
path and knows the struggles of modern
life.

Engaging the
Sutra Through
Language
A unique feature of Thich Nhat Hanh's
approach is his translation of the sutra.
He  renders  key  terms  into  everyday
English.  For  example,  he  translates
Prajnaparamita  as  “the  perfection  of
understanding”  rather  than  “wisdom,”
which can sound distant.  He also uses
the phrase “the heart of understanding”
to capture both the core of wisdom and
the  compassionate  heart.  In  his
commentary,  he  retells  the  story  of
Avalokiteshvara looking deeply into the
five  skandhas  and  seeing  that  they  are
empty. He makes it clear that emptiness
is not nothingness; it is the ground of all
possibilities. He writes: “Emptiness is the
basis  of  everything.”  This  positive
reinterpretation helps readers overcome
any fear of emptiness.

CORE THEMES IN THE HEART OF
UNDERSTANDING

Let  us  delve  into  several  key  themes
that  Thich  Nhat  Hanh  explores  in  his
commentary. These themes are not just
theoretical; they form the backbone of a
practice that leads to liberation.
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Interbeing and
Emptiness
T h e  m o s t  p r o m i n e n t  t h e m e  i s
interbeing.  Thich Nhat Hanh uses the
term “interbeing”  to  express  the  idea
that  nothing  exists  in  isolation.  A  flower
cannot  be  just  a  flower;  it  contains  the
sun, the rain, the soil, the gardener, and
even the clouds. This is exactly what the
Heart Sutra means when it says “form is
emptiness,  emptiness  is  form.”
Emptiness does not mean non-existence;
it means full of everything else. In The
H e a r t  O f  U n d e r s t a n d i n g
C o m m e n t a r i e s  O n  T h e
Prajnaparamita  Heart  Sutra,  Thich
Nhat  Hanh  illustrates  this  with  the
example  of  a  sheet  of  paper.  He
famously states: “If you are a poet, you
will  see  clearly  that  there  is  a  cloud
floating  in  this  sheet  of  paper.”  The
paper contains the cloud (rain), the tree,
the logger,  the wheat  for  the logger’s
bread,  and  so  on.  This  vision  breaks
down the illusion of a separate self and
fosters gratitude and non‑violence.

The Five
Skandhas and
No-Self
The  sutra  begins  with  Avalokiteshvara
looking  deeply  into  the  five  skandhas  –
form,  feeling,  perception,  mental
formations,  and  consciousness  –  and
seeing that they are empty. Thich Nhat
Hanh explains that the skandhas are not
fixed  entities  but  processes.  Our  body
(form)  changes  from  moment  to
moment;  feelings  arise  and  pass;

perceptions are often inaccurate; mental
formations  include  all  our  habits  and
thoughts; and consciousness is a stream.
When  we  cling  to  any  of  these  as  a
permanent  “self,”  we  suffer.  The
commentary guides readers to observe
their  own  skandhas  in  meditation,
recognizing that there is no unchanging
soul  behind  them.  This  understanding,
he writes, is not nihilistic but liberating.
It allows us to embrace change and let
go of attachment.

The Four Noble
Truths and the
Eightfold Path
The Heart  Sutra  famously  negates the
Four  Noble  Truths  (“No  suffering,  no
origin,  no  cessation,  no  path”).  Thich
Nhat  Hanh explains  that  this  is  not  a
rejection of the Buddha’s teaching but a
deeper  insight.  When  we  experience
enlightenment, we see that suffering and
its cessation are not separate. The path
is  not  something  to  be  walked  from
outside;  it  is  realized  in  the  present
moment.  He writes:  “The truth is  that
there is no path to go, because the path
is already here.” This does not mean we
ignore  suffering,  but  that  we  see
suffering  as  inseparable  from  the
cessation  of  suffering.  In  this  way,  the
commentary affirms the pragmatic value
of the Four Noble Truths while pointing
to their ultimate emptiness.

PRACTICAL APPLICATIONS FOR
DAILY LIFE

The  Heart  Of  Understanding
C o m m e n t a r i e s  O n  T h e
Prajnaparamita Heart Sutra is not a
dry  academic  text.  Thich  Nhat  Hanh
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consistently  draws  connections  to
everyday  experience.  Below  are  some
concrete ways these teachings can be
applied.

Mindful Breathing: Use the
breath to anchor yourself in the
present moment. As you breathe
in, you can say “Form is
emptiness”; as you breathe out,
“Emptiness is form.” This practice
calms the mind and deepens
insight.
Seeing Interbeing in
Relationships: When you
encounter a difficult person, look
deeply to see the many factors
that shaped them – their
upbringing, society, genetics. This
helps transform anger into
compassion.
Dealing with Fear of Death:
The Heart Sutra teaches that there
is no birth and no death. A cloud
does not disappear; it becomes
rain. Thich Nhat Hanh’s
commentary helps us see that our
true nature is no‑birth, no‑death,
reducing anxiety.
Working with Emotions: Instead
of suppressing or acting out
feelings, observe them as empty
of a solid self. Anger arises due to
conditions; it can also pass away.
This insight gives space to respond
wisely.

Contemplative
Practices from
the Commentary
Thich Nhat Hanh offers specific practices
that  br ing  the  Heart  Sutra  into

meditation.  One  such  practice  is  the
“Five  Mindfulness  Trainings”  derived
from engaged  Buddhism,  but  here  he
focuses  on  the  sut ra  i t se l f .  He
encourages  practitioners  to  chant  the
sutra  slowly,  allowing  each  phrase  to
sink  in.  He  also  suggests  writing  the
sutra in calligraphy or simply repeating
the  mantra  Gate  Gate  throughout  the
day. The commentary itself can be read
a paragraph at a time as a meditation
text. Each of these practices reinforces
the idea that understanding is not just
intellectual; it must be embodied.

COMPARING THE HEART OF
UNDERSTANDING WITH OTHER
COMMENTARIES

Many  great  teachers  have  written
commentaries  on  the  Heart  Sutra,
including the Dalai Lama, Red Pine (Bill
Porter),  and  Edward  Conze.  How does
Thich  Nhat  Hanh’s  work  stand  out?
Where  other  commentaries  may  focus
on philology or Madhyamaka philosophy,
The  Heart  Of  Understanding
C o m m e n t a r i e s  O n  T h e
Prajnaparamita Heart Sutra is deeply
personal  and  accessible.  The  Dalai
Lama’s commentary (e.g., in Essence of
the  Heart  Sutra)  is  thorough  and
authoritative,  but  it  can  be  dense  for
beginners.  Red  Pine  emphasizes
histor ical  context  and  mult ip le
translations.  Thich  Nhat  Hanh,  by
contrast, speaks directly to the heart. He
weaves stories from his life, such as his
experiences during the Vietnam War, to
illustrate how the sutra’s wisdom applies
to  real  suffering.  His  poetic  yet  clear
prose makes the sutra feel like a warm
invitation rather than a puzzle to solve.

THE RELEVANCE OF THE HEART
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SUTRA IN THE MODERN WORLD

We  live  in  a  time  of  global  crises  –
climate change, political division, mental
health  challenges,  and  technological
acceleration. The message of the Heart
Sutra,  as  illuminated  by  Thich  Nhat
Hanh,  offers  a  profound  antidote.  The
illusion of separateness drives much of
our  suffering:  we  consume  without
regard for the planet, we treat others as
objects, and we feel isolated in our own
minds.  Interbeing,  as  taught  in  this
commentary,  reveals  that  we  are  not
separate  from  the  Earth,  from  other
species,  or from each other.  When we
tru ly  unders tand  that  “ fo rm  i s
emptiness,  emptiness  is  form,”  we

recognize  that  our  actions  ripple  out
infinitely.  This  can  motivate  ethical
living,  environmental  stewardship,  and
genuine community.
Moreover, the Heart Sutra’s emphasis on
letting  go  of  fixed  views  is  highly
relevant  in  an  era  of  information
overload  and  polarized  opinions.  Thich
Nhat Hanh encourages us to look deeply,
not  to  cling  to  any  dogma,  including
Buddhist doctrines. His commentary is a
call  to  cultivate  a  non‑dogmatic,  open
heart.  For  therapists,  educators,  and
leaders,  these  teachings  provide  a
framework  for  fostering  resilience,
empathy,  and  clarity.

CONCLUSION: THE HEART OF


