Study Notes:
The Heart of the Buddha's Teaching by Thich Nhat Hanh, Part 1, Chapters 1-8

Overview of Part 1: The Four Noble Truths

Part 1 lays the foundation of Buddhist teaching through the Four Noble Truths, which Thay identifies as "the heart of
Buddha's teachings" and the first lesson Buddha gave his disciples after enlightenment. Thay comes from

a “Vietnamese Zen” background, which is part of the Mahayana tradition. However, Vietnamese Buddhism is
unique in that it incorporates elements from both Theravada and Mahayana traditions due to Vietnam's
geographical position between China and Southeast Asia. Thay’s approach is ecumenical, he studied and drew from
multiple traditions and presented a comprehensive understanding of Buddhism that he believes reflects the
Buddha's essential teachings most clearly. Thay also believed in Interfaith Unity and Collaboration.

Chapter 1: Entering the Heart of the Buddha

Key Concepts:
¢  Buddha as a human figure: Thay emphasises that Buddha was a human being who also suffered, making
his teachings relevant to all. His teachings are all practices to transform suffering.
e Thay’s experience: Thay experienced terrible war. He says suffering creates a bridge for awareness,
understanding and compassion
e Personal relevance: Buddhist teachings are not abstract philosophy but practical tools for transforming our
daily lives through practice.

Discussion e.g.
¢ How does viewing Buddha as human rather than divine shape our understanding of the dharma?

Chapter 2: The First Dharma Talk

Key Concepts:

e Historical context: Buddha's first dharma talk after enlightenment was to a group of ascetics

e Deer Park in Varanasi, India, is where Buddha met his first five disciples

¢ Siddartha Gautama practiced for 6 years before he sat under the Bodhi tree and experienced a profound
breakthrough and became the Buddha and taught the 4 noble truths to the ascetics. This put into motion
the wheel of the Dharma, the way of Understanding and Love as recorded in the Discourse on Turning the
Wheel of the Dharma.

e  The Discourse on Turning the Wheel of the Dharma has 3 main concepts:

The Middle Way
The Four Noble Truths
Engagement in the World

Discussion e.g.
e How have any of these concepts helped you?

Chapter 3: The Four Noble Truths

Thich Nhat Hanh emphasises that these truths are not separate but interconnected - understanding one helps
illuminate all four. They are not just sequential steps but are simultaneous dimensions that inter-are. They land in
the 4™ noble truth of action which is the Noble Eightfold Path.

1. The First Noble Truth; The Presence of Suffering/ There is suffering (Dukkha)

e All conditioned things are suffering.

e Suffering is an existing condition we must acknowledge.

o Suffering includes obvious suffering (birth, death, pain) and subtle suffering (impermanence, conditioned
nature)

e  The Core Practice: Recognition of Suffering. When suffering arises, you do not run away, distract
yourself, or use substances to numb it. You embrace it like a mother holding a crying baby, saying,
"Hello, my suffering. | know you are there, and | am here for you."

e No mud, No Lotus means we shouldn't view our suffering as an enemy or a spiritual failure. We compost
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our suffering for transformation.

The Three Types of Suffering:

1. The Suffering of Suffering (Dukkha-dukkha): Direct physical or emotional pain (e.g., a toothache,
losing a loved one).

2. The Suffering of Change (Viparinama-dukkha): The anxiety that arises when something good
changes or ends (e.g., losing a job, aging).

3. The Suffering of Conditioned States (Sankhara-dukkha): A deep, existential unease that comes from
feeling separate and disconnected from the rest of existence.

2. The Second Noble Truth; The Origin of Suffering/ Suffering has a Cause (Samudaya)

Once we acknowledge the pain of suffering, we must look deeply to find its roots. Suffering doesn't
happen by accident; it has a lineage.

Craving (tanha) is a root cause. Three types of craving are: sensory pleasure, becoming, non-becoming.
Clinging to views, rituals, and sense of Self also creates suffering

The book notes that our suffering persists because we keep feeding it through what we consume, whether
that’s edible food, media, conversations, or environments.

3. The Third Noble Truth; The Truth of the Cessation of Suffering/ Suffering Can End (Nirodha)

This is the most hopeful part because suffering is created by specific causes (the Second Truth), so if you remove
those causes, suffering must cease.

The possibility of ending suffering exists; nirodha, "cessation," "extinction," refers to the cessation or
renouncing of craving and desire which arise with unguarded perception and cognition.

Nirvana is a state of liberation from craving/attachment, or the extinguishing of craving (cessation of
creating Dukka)

Freedom from the cycle of birth and death

The Definition of Well-Being: Thay defines Nirvana not as a mystical place you go when you die, (like
heaven) but as the absence of suffering right here and now. It is the cooling down of the fires of anger,
delusion, and craving.

Thay brings Nirvana down to earth, defining it simply as "the absence of suffering" or the cooling down of
our mental fires right here and now.

If the first truth is "Suffering exists," the third truth is its mirror image: "Well-being exists." Peace, joy, and
freedom are available in the present moment if we stop feeding our suffering.

The Practice is: Stopping. Letting go of the habits, craving, and unwholesome consumption that keep the
wheel of pain spinning.

4. The Fourth Noble Truth; Truth of the Path Leading to Cessation/ There is a Path to Bring Suffering to an End

(Magga/Marga)

This is the action plan. You cannot just wish for suffering to end; you have to cultivate the specific habits that allow
well-being to grow.

Our job is to remain open and able to receive dharma, not to work hard but be open like the earth receives
the rain!
The Noble Eightfold Path as the remedy;

Right View (sometime written as Right Understanding in other schools)
Right Thinking

Right Speech

Right Action

Right Livelihood

Right Effort (aka Right Diligence),

Right Mindfulness,

Right Concentration).

“Right” means in the right way, or the proper, accurate, or appropriate way. (Samma in Pali and Samyak in
Sanskrit).

The 8-fold path is the integration of wisdom, ethical conduct, and mental discipline

Just as there is an 8-fold path there is a list of Afflictions.

Living the Truth: Thay emphasises that the Fourth Noble Truth is a living practice, not a belief system. It is
something you do with your feet, your hands, your words, and your thoughts, etc. every single day.

The book introduces the "Three Turnings" of the Four Noble Truths:

Recognising the problem

Encouraging ourselves to do the work

and actually Realising the transformation
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e What the "Three Turnings" Means in Practice, e.g. Using the First Truth: Pain.
1. Recognition, Acknowledging the truth exists conceptually., "I am experiencing deep anxiety right now."
2. Encouragement, Understanding the task or action required., "l need to sit with this anxiety and
understand it, not run from it."
3. Realisation, The practice has been successfully completed., "l have looked into my anxiety, embraced it,
(without wrong views, etc.) and its grip on me has loosened."

Discussion e.g.
e What helps you remember the 4 noble truths?
e Which practice in The Noble Eightfold Path do you want to work on?

Chapter 4: Understanding the Buddha's Teachings

Key Concept: The Threefold transmission of Buddhist teachings: Thay uses his own three-category system: Source
Buddhism (i.e. Theravada - the foundational teachings preserved in the Pali Canon), "Many-Schools Buddhism" =
The various Mahayana traditions that developed over time, and Mahayana Buddhism = Specifically the Northern
transmission (Chinese, Tibetan, etc.). Buddha’s teachings were transmitted orally for 400 years until monks in Sri
Lanka started to think about writing the Discourses down. About 18-20 schools appeared. Thay’s categorisation of 3
streams of Buddhism are:

1. "Source Buddhism" aka Theravada Buddhism
- Oldest surviving Buddhist school with original teachings preserved in Pali canon (the earliest
collection of Buddhist scriptures)
- Aka The "Elders' Tradition"
- Aka "Southern Buddhism"
- Aka "Hinayana" (though this term is now considered less respectful)
- Emphasises the original teachings of the Buddha as preserved in the Tipitaka
- Dominant in Sri Lanka, Thailand, Cambodia, Laos, Burma (Myanmar)
- Focuses on individual liberation and the path of the arhat

2. Many-Schools Buddhism: Development through different traditions. The various Mahayana traditions
that developed over time, e.g. Includes Vajrayana Buddhism,
The category that often gets combined with Mahayana, Developed from Mahayana Buddhism in India
around 5th-7th century CE, Includes advanced practices and rituals. Emphasises the use of
visualisations, mantras, and meditation techniques, dominant in Tibet, Mongolia, and parts of the
Himalayan region

3. Mahayana Buddhism: Northern transmission with expanded teachings
- Also called: "The Great Vehicle"
- Aka "Northern Buddhism"
- Aka "Bodhisattva Vehicle"
- Developed later than Theravada (around 1st century CE)
- Includes expanded scriptures (sutras) beyond the Pali Canon
- Emphasises the bodhisattva ideal and compassion for all beings
- Dominant in China, Japan, Korea, Tibet, Vietnam
- Includes schools like Zen, Pure Land, Tientai, Nichiren

Discussion e.g.
e How does understanding the historical transmission and different translations of Buddhist teachings help us
practice?
e Buddha’s teachings are not theory but practice; many ways to remove obstacles to understanding
Thay’s approach: Not rigid adherence to one school but understanding the essence across traditions
e  For Plum Village Teachings (dharma) are living tools, to be applied in everyday life, and not dead dogma.
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Chapter 5: Is Everything Suffering?

Key Concepts:

There are 3 types of suffering:

1. The Suffering of Suffering, Dukka Dukkhata, e.g. pain like toothache, cold, losing ones temper,
unpleasant feelings

2. The Suffering of Composite Things, Samskara Dukkhata, e.g. everything that comes together and is
completed comes apart and will eventually decay, even mountains and rivers. (.. entropy! - Auntie)
3. The Suffering Associated with Change, Viparanimara Dukkhata, e.g. growing old

Differentiating suffering helps us understanding various forms of dukkha in ourselves and others.
Buddhism doesn't deny joy but recognises its impermanent nature and our ability to hold two things at
once, lightly, joy/sadness etc. We find joy in Nirvana.

The 3 Dharma Seals (or the 3 marks of Existence) are traditionally taught as: Anicca (impermanence),
Dukka (suffering), Anatta (Non-Self).

Thay changed this to:

Anicca, Nirvana, Anatta.
Impermanence, Nirvana, Non-Self.

He replaced Dukka with Nirvana.

The PV tradition emphasises that nirvana must be included as a seal because it serves as the fundamental
principle and the "place of return" for all phenomena.

Without nirvana, impermanent and non-self, all things would have no ground of (well) being.

While suffering (DUKKA) is acknowledged as a valid dharma seal in other traditions, Plum Village typically
excludes it from the core three to avoid the misunderstanding that "life is avoidable suffering," instead
focusing on the transformative nature of nirvana.

The Middle Way: The Middle Way isn’t a point between two extremes, e.g. Avoiding both extremes of
hedonism and asceticism. It is also “the appropriate way” for that moment to reduce generating more
suffering. Adaptation to the moment is key rather than holding tightly to a fixed dogma.

Thay said: “The right view is no view,” This doesn’t mean abandoned your values but holding your views
lightly and allowing for Stopping in the moment to gain more space between triggers and reactions.

Thay’s Perspective:

Suffering includes the suffering of change (impermanent pleasures) and the suffering of conditioned
existence

Awareness of the possibility of transforming suffering into understanding and compassion is the practice
Joy and Happiness are possible but they are also conditioned phenomena and therefore subject to change.
All conditioned things are impermanent (and in Plum Village that includes Time and Space)

Discussion e.g.

Can you identify different types of Dukka and examples?

What is Happiness?

The Plum Village approach to dukkha is neither pessimistic nor optimistic in the conventional sense,

but rather realistic. The acknowledgment reality of suffering is important. Also important is pointing to the
possibility of transformation and liberation through mindful practice and understanding. Mindfulness is not
a tool for just feeling better, (like a spa) it is a path to the action of the 8-fold path that contains the
threefold training of Wisdom, Conduct and Discipline.

Chapter 6: Stopping, Calming, Resting, Healing

Key Practices: Buddhist practice and meditation has two aspects. Stopping (Shamatha) and Insight (Vipashyana).
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Stopping (Shamatha): The practice of calming the mind
e  Calming: Creating inner peace through mindfulness. Finding strength to refrain
e Resting: Finding true rest in the present moment, like an animal in the forest
¢ Healing: Transforming suffering through understanding

Insight (Vipashyana):
e Looking deeply; if we cannot stop, we cannot have insight

¢  Gaining direct insight into the true nature of reality by observing physical and mental phenomena with
non-reactive awareness.

Stories:
e The man and the horse- Someone asks the man where are you going? | don’t know, ask the horse? The
horse is our habit energies that are stronger than our volition. Forgetting is the opposite of mindfulness.

Practical Applications:

e There are five stages for Re-cognifying and calming mental formations:
Recognition
Acceptance
Embracing
Looking Deeply
Insight.
e There are many dharma doors, e.g. Mindful breathing, mindful walking, mindful eating as present moment
awareness. Practice should not ware you out!
e  Creating space between stimulus and response

Discussion e.g.
e Which of these practices (stopping: calming, resting, healing) resonates most with you right now?

Chapter 7: Touching Our Suffering

Key Concepts:
¢ The Four Noble truths with the 12 turnings of the Dharma Wheel.
e  The Four Nutriments (Causes of Suffering)

1. The Wheel of the Dharma was put in motion 12 times.

e There are 12 turnings of the wheel; 3 stages x 4 truths = 12 aspects to understand experientially (not just
intellectually)
e Each truth has three progressive stages:
Recognition - Acknowledging the truth
Encouragement - Committing to understand it deeply
Realization - Actually understanding/experiencing it
These can be practised at any time, and when stopping, in the moment.
e Repetition is oral tradition of teaching from Vedic times in India.

Suffering (First noble truth)

Recognition. This is Suffering. Seeing what type of suffering, like a doctor diagnosing an illness. Looking deeply: The
practice of examining the nature of our suffering

Encouragement. Suffering should be understood. We acknowledge that we can look into the root causes. Mindful
awareness of suffering: Suffering should not be suppressed or ignored.

Realisation. Suffering is understood. Compassion is the natural response when we truly understand suffering. Our
suffering connects to all beings' suffering.

Arising of Suffering (Second noble truth)

Recognition. There is an ignoble way that has led to suffering.
Encouragement. That ignoble way should be understood.
Realisation. That ignoble way is understood.
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Cessation of Suffering/ Well-Being (Third noble truth)
Recognition. Well-Being is possible.

Encouragement. Well-Being should be obtained.
Realisation. Well-Being is obtained.

How wellbeing arises (Fourth noble truth)

Recognition. There is a noble path that leads to Well-Being
Encouragement. That noble path to Well-Being has to be lived.
Realisation. This noble path to Well-Being is being lived.

2. Types of Nutrients (from The Discourse on the Four Kinds of Nutriments"

i Edible Food
ii. Sense Impressions
iii. Volition
iv. Consciousness
Edible Food

There are physical foods and drinks that affect our mental/physical suffering
We can distinguish between healthful vs. harmful choices in the food we intake

When we eat unhealthily, we're creating suffering, therefore it is like "eating our own flesh" like eating our
children!

We can practice mindful eating, mindful shopping, mindful cooking

We have a collective responsibility: how we grow and distribute food affects collective well-being of
everyone and everything

Sense Impressions

Volition

We have input from our six senses: eyes, ears, nose, tongue, body, mind

All the things we take in affect us; media, conversations, advertisements etc. feed our consciousness
There are nutriments that increase fear, hatred, violence, and craving

There are nutriments that can lead to understanding, compassion, determination to help

Practice: Mindfulness is like a "sentinel" at the doors of our senses

We need to learn how and when protect ourselves; even a monk closes the window sometimes

Volition is the “desire energy” that drives all our actions, sometimes called our will

Problematic intentions such as seeking position, revenge, wealth, fame, possessions or being better than

A liberating insight is that these desires are often obstacles to true happiness

Buddha's metaphor: Two men dragging us into fire pit = our own habit energies, or the story of the man on
the horse when someone asks him where he is going and he says, “I don’t know, ask the horse!”

Our practice is to look deeply at our own intentions, and cultivate freedom from grasping and attachment
We can hold things lightly, including our views. “Don’t believe everything you think!”

Consciousness

Our consciousness is composed of seeds that are sown by past actions (personal, familial, societal etc)
Nourishing consciousness: We aim for the Four Immeasurable Minds (love, compassion, joy, equanimity)
Equanimity is psychological stability and composure, characterised by steadiness of mind under stress
Toxic consciousness: greed, hatred, ignorance, suspicion, pride

Buddha's metaphor: 300 knives stabbing ourselves = ingesting toxins

Key insight: Body and mind are manifestations of consciousness

On Thay’s Approach:

To know/ identify/ name suffering is the beginning of the path to liberation
Suffering contains the seeds of understanding and compassion, we can transform suffering into insights
A large part of our practice is to learn how to touch suffering without being overwhelmed by it

Discussion e.g.

Which nutrient is most difficult for you? Any tips for dealing with it?
What makes it most difficult to mindfully observe your own suffering?
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e How can neurodivergence amplify your suffering?
e How can we develop the capacity to be with suffering without being destroyed by it?
e How can a need to grasp for non-suffering lead to more suffering?

Chapter 8: Realising Well-Being

Key Concepts:
e Well-being (Nirvana): Not mere absence of suffering but positive presence
e Present moment is the only place where true well-being can be found
¢ Mindfulness is the direct path to realising well-being
¢ Interbeing: Well-being as connected to the well-being of all

Thich Nhat Hanh's Emphasis:

"Well-being is available in the present moment" It the cooling of suffering.
The practice of recognising and touching the wonders of life

Transforming suffering into understanding and peace

The four elements of true love: kindness, compassion, joy, and equanimity

Discussion e.g.
¢ How do you experience well-being in your daily practice?
e What helps you remember that well-being/ Nirvana is available right now?

Key Themes for Part 1

1. Suffering is universal: Not personal failure but universal human condition

2. Compassionate Understanding: The Buddhist approach to suffering is not denial but compassionate examination
of root causes, looking deeply

3. Practical Wisdom: Teachings are tools for immediate application in daily life

4. Interconnection: Individual suffering connects to collective suffering

5. Present Moment: The present moment is the only place where transformation can occur

Practices:

1. Daily Mindfulness Practice: Choose a practice and do one 10-15 minutes every day: mindful breathing, body
scanning, mindful eating, etc.

2. A Worry Hour Journal (Swedish Orostund): Note instances of suffering and observe their origins without judgment
3. Compassion Practice: Metta meditation for Self and others

4. Journal: Reflect on one personal examples where practice helped in the moment

5. Integration Exercises: How can we apply the learnings to daily life

Discussion:

1. How does Thich Nhat Hanh's presentation of the Four Noble Truths differ from your previous understanding?
2. How can we practice "touching our suffering" without being overwhelmed by it?

3. What examples of "well-being" have you experienced through Buddhist practice?

4. How do these teachings relate to your daily life beyond formal meditation?

Further Reading Suggestions
e Thich Nhat Hanh's "Peace Is Every Step" for practical applications
¢ '"The Miracle of Mindfulness" for guided meditations



