
C. The Four Right Exertions 

The four activities included in this set show how effort can be applied to developing 

skillful qualities in the mind. The basic formula runs as follows:  

There is the case where a monk generates desire, endeavors, arouses persistence, 

upholds & exerts his intent: 

 for the sake of the non-arising of evil, unskillful qualities that have not yet arisen... 

 for the sake of the abandoning of evil, unskillful qualities that have arisen... 

 for the sake of the arising of skillful qualities that have not yet arisen...(and) 

 for the maintenance, non-confusion, increase, plenitude, development, & 

culmination of skillful qualities that have arisen.  

These four aspects of effort are also termed guarding, abandoning, developing, and 

maintaining [§50]. All four play a necessary role in bringing the mind to Awakening, 

although in some cases they are simply four sides to a single process. The 

abandoning of unskillful mental qualities can frequently be accomplished simply by 

focusing on the development of skillful ones, such as mindfulness. The same 

principle can also act in reverse: in the skillful eradication of unskillful qualities, the 

skillfulness of the eradication is in and of itself the development of mindful 

discernment. As we will see when we deal with the seven factors for Awakening 

[II/G], the act of nourishing a factor for Awakening can in some cases 

simultaneously starve a hindrance, while the conscious starving of a hindrance can 

foster a factor for Awakening. Ultimately, though, right exertion requires more than 

simply abstaining from what is unskillful, for it must apply the basic factors of 

skillfulness — mindfulness and discernment — to gain an understanding of how 

even skillfulness can be transcended [§61]. 

§ 61. — MN 78 (see attached) 



 

 

D. The Four Bases of Power   

Iddhi, the Pali word translated here as "power," has so many meanings that no one 

English equivalent can do them all justice. Other equivalents that have been 

suggested include success, accomplishment, and prowess. In the context of the 

bases for power, however, the word specifically means the supranormal powers 

that can be developed through concentration, such as levitation, walking on water, 

clairaudience, clairvoyance, remembrance of past lives, the ability to read the 

minds of others, and the ending of mental effluents. In the Buddhist analysis, only 

the last of these powers is transcendent. It is the only one absolutely necessary on 

the path to Awakening. The others are optional and not always desirable, for an 

unawakened person might find that the attainment of any one of them can cause 

supranormal greed, aversion, or delusion to arise in the mind. The texts record 

cases where even Arahants, not fully sensitive to the effect that their actions might 

have on others, display their powers in inappropriate contexts. This was why the 

Buddha forbade his monastic disciples from displaying their powers before the laity. 

None of the displayable powers, he said, is any match for the wonder of a teaching 

that, like his, gave the promised results when put into practice [DN 11]. 

Still, there is no denying that some people acquire these powers in the course of 

their meditation, and they need guidance in how to use them properly so that their 

powers can actually help, rather than hinder, their practice. This is the role that the 

standard formulae for the bases of power play in the teaching. They show how the 

mastery of any of the first five powers can be fit into the outline of frame-of-

reference meditation [II/B] so that the process of mastery can lead to the sixth and 

most important power, the ending of the effluents, thus resulting in release. 

The texts explain the bases of power in two standard formulae: brief and extended. 

The brief formula runs as follows: 

There is the case where a monk develops the base of power endowed with 

concentration founded on desire & the fabrications of exertion. He develops the 

base of power endowed with concentration founded on persistence... concentration 
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founded on intent... concentration founded on discrimination & the fabrications of 

exertion. 

One of the texts [§64] states that these formulae define the process whereby the 

bases of power are developed; another [§63] states that they define the bases of 

power themselves. The contradiction here can be resolved by noting that the first 

text defines the bases of power as "whatever practice leads to the attainment of 

power, the winning of power." Because these processes definitely lead to the 

attainment of power, they would count as at least part of the bases of power. The 

first text is probably alluding to the fact that there is more to the process, which is 

included in the extended formula, discussed below. 

§ 64. DN 2 (see attached) 

§ 63. Monks, whoever neglects these four bases of power neglects the noble 
path going to the right ending of stress. Whoever undertakes these four 
bases of power undertakes the noble path going to the right ending of 
stress. Which four? 

There is the case where a monk develops the base of power endowed with 
concentration founded on desire & the fabrications of exertion. He develops 
the base of power endowed with concentration founded on persistence... 
concentration founded on intent... concentration founded on discrimination 
& the fabrications of exertion. 

Whoever neglects these four bases of power neglects the noble path going 
to the right ending of stress. Whoever undertakes these four bases of power 
undertakes the noble path going to the right ending of stress. 

— SN 51.2 
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E. The Five Faculties  

Indriya — the Pali word translated here as "faculty" — is connected with the name 

of the dominant Vedic god, Indra. Thus it carries connotations of dominance or 

control. Buddhist texts contain several lists of faculties, both physical and mental, 

but here the word denotes a list of five mental factors that must reach a state of 

dominance in the mind for Awakening to occur. This set is one of the most 

comprehensive in the Wings to Awakening, as it covers all of the factors explicitly 

mentioned in the sets we have covered so far, and in addition lists conviction, 

which the other sets imply but never specifically mention. This is why this set forms 

the framework for Part III of this book, in which all of the main factors of the Wings 

to Awakening will be discussed in detail. 

As we noted in II/A, the faculties in this set form a loop in the causal progression of 

the mind along the path, as opposed to the "holographic" formulae of the sets we 

have discussed so far. Two of the faculties — the frames of reference and right 

exertion — we have covered in detail already. The other three — conviction, 

concentration, and discernment — we will discuss in detail in Part III. Here we will 

limit ourselves to some general observations about the set as a whole. 

In the causal loop depicted by five faculties, the emphasis is on how the elements 

of the "concentration aggregate" in the noble eightfold path — right effort, right 

mindfulness, and right concentration — can lead the mind from a state of conviction 

to one of discernment. To borrow terminology from §106, this is the process by 

which the mind goes from the preliminary level to the noble or transcendent level of 

right view. This set can also be regarded as a description of how conviction, when 

put into action, inherently leads through the concentration aggregate to 

transcendent discernment. 

Passage §69 defines the faculty of conviction as the four factors of stream-entry. 

Other passages define these four factors in two separate ways: one [§70] listing 

the factors leading to stream-entry, another [§71] giving the factors that 

characterize the person who has already entered the stream. Both lists are relevant 

here, as the person working toward stream-entry must act on conviction, while a 

person who has entered the stream is endowed with the unwavering conviction that 

comes with the first glimpse of the Deathless. 
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In both cases, the factor of conviction has several dimensions: trust in the ability of 

wise people to know the ideal path of practice, belief in their teachings, and a 

willingness to put those teachings into practice. Western analyses of faith tend to 

separate these aspects of conviction, and some writers have tried to decide which 

aspect is dominant in the Buddhist tradition. In practice, however, all three must 

work together, for in Buddhism the object of conviction inherently involves all three 

at once. The primary focus of conviction is the Awakening of the Buddha, and this 

in turn ultimately comes down to a conviction in the primacy of the mind in creating 

kamma, a conviction in the efficacy of kamma in shaping experience in the round of 

rebirth, and a belief that the Buddha made use of mental qualities accessible to all 

in using the laws of kamma to bring about an end to kamma and thus escape from 

the round. Kamma and the use of kamma to transcend kamma constitute both the 

truth that the Buddha taught and the explanation of how he discovered it. Thus, 

trust in the Buddha and belief in his teaching are two sides of the same coin. At the 

same time, these truths concerning kamma are also the situation in which the 

listener is currently placed: the causal nexus that determines both the dynamic of 

continued life in the cycle of rebirth and the way out of that cycle. So, by definition, 

conviction in the Buddha's Awakening is something that must be acted on. If one is 

convinced that one is entangled in a kammic web that can nevertheless be 

unraveled, one will naturally try to learn from the example of the Buddha or his 

disciples, developing the same mental qualities they did and attaining release 

oneself. Thus, unlike a religion where trust involves the belief that the deity will 

provide for one's salvation — either through grace or as a reward for unquestioning 

obedience — trust in the Buddha and belief in his teachings means that one's 

salvation is ultimately one's own responsibility. In this way, trust, belief, and a 

willingness to act are inseparably combined. 

This is why conviction, the first member of the set of five faculties, leads naturally 

to persistence, the second. Persistence here is equal to right exertion, which 

develops mindfulness as the most essential skillful quality in the mind. As we saw 

under the frames of reference, the proper development of mindfulness leads to 

concentration, or the four jhanas, while the jhanas provide the foundation for the 

arising of discernment, the fifth and final member of this set. When discernment is 

strengthened to the point of transcendence, leading to the attainment of stream-

entry, it then confirms the truths that were previously taken as a matter of 

conviction and faith [§74]. This confirmation feeds back into the causal loop, 

strengthening conviction, which provides the basis for developing the faculties still 
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further until Arahantship is attained. At that point there is no need to be convinced 

that the practice leads to release into the Deathless, for one has fully realized that 

release through direct experience [§89]. 

The underlying element throughout the development of this causal loop is the 

mental quality of heedfulness [§78]. The texts explain heedfulness as a 

combination of right effort, restraint, and relentless mindfulness, but as a quality of 

mind it goes deeper than that. Heedfulness realizes the dangers inherent in the 

round of rebirth and redeath, and the fact that those dangers are inherent in each 

careless act of the mind. It thus fosters conviction in the possibility of a release 

from those dangers and a sense of urgency and precision in the practice. This 

combination of urgency and precision provides the impetus for the full and thorough 

development of the faculties as one seriously pursues the possibility of release 

through the skillful development of the mind. This pattern of heedfulness 

developing the five faculties in the quest of the security of Deathlessness mirrors 

Prince Siddhattha's own quest, which began with his conviction that there was no 

need to resign himself to the tyranny of aging, illness, and death, and ended with 

the discernment that brought about his actual escape from that tyranny. This 

pattern also calls to mind the famous verse from the Dhammapada, that 

heedfulness is the path to the Deathless [§80]. The five faculties can be taken as 

an elaboration of that verse. 

§ 69. Monks, there are these five faculties. Which five? The faculty of 
conviction, the faculty of persistence, the faculty of mindfulness, the faculty 
of concentration, and the faculty of discernment. 

Now where is the faculty of conviction to be seen? In the four factors of 
stream-entry... 

And where is the faculty of persistence to be seen? In the four right 
exertions... 

And where is the faculty of mindfulness to be seen? In the four frames of 
reference... 

And where is the faculty of concentration to be seen? In the four jhānas... 

And where is the faculty of discernment to be seen? In the four noble 
truths... 

— SN 48.8 
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§ 70. Factors of Stream-entry. Association with good people is a factor of 
stream-entry [§115]. Listening to the true Dhamma is a factor of stream-
entry. Appropriate attention is a factor of stream-entry [§51]. Practice in 
accordance with the Dhamma is a factor of stream-entry. 

— SN 55.5 

§ 71. Now with what four factors of stream-entry is the disciple of the noble 
ones endowed? There is the case where the disciple of the noble ones is 
endowed with verified confidence in the Awakened One: 'Indeed, the 
Blessed One is worthy and rightly self-awakened, consummate in 
knowledge & conduct, well-gone, an expert with regard to the world, 
unexcelled as a trainer for those people fit to be tamed, the Teacher of 
divine & human beings, awakened, blessed.' 

He is endowed with verified confidence in the Dhamma: 'The Dhamma is 
well-expounded by the Blessed One, to be seen here & now, timeless, 
inviting verification, pertinent, to be realized by the wise for themselves.' 

He is endowed with verified confidence in the Saṅgha: 'The Saṅ gha of the 
Blessed One's disciples who have practiced well... who have practiced 
straight-forwardly... who have practiced methodically... who have practiced 
masterfully — in other words, the four types of noble disciples when taken 
as pairs, the eight when taken as individual types — they are the Saṅgha of 
the Blessed One's disciples: worthy of gifts, worthy of hospitality, worthy of 
offerings, worthy of respect, the incomparable field of merit for the world.' 

He is endowed with virtues that are appealing to the noble ones: untorn, 
unbroken, unspotted, unsplattered, liberating, praised by the wise, 
untarnished, leading to concentration. 

— AN 10.92 

§ 74. The Buddha: Tell me, Sāriputta: A disciple of the noble ones who is 
thoroughly inspired by the Tathāgata, who has gone solely to the Tathāgata 
(for refuge), could he have any doubt or uncertainty concerning the 
Tathāgata or the Tathāgata's teachings? 

Ven. Sāriputta: No, venerable sir... With a disciple of the noble ones who has 
conviction, it may be expected that he will keep his persistence aroused for 
abandoning unskillful mental qualities and taking on skillful mental 
qualities, that he will be steadfast, solid in his effort, not shirking his duties 
with regard to skillful mental qualities. Whatever persistence he has, is his 
faculty of persistence. 

With a disciple of the noble ones who has conviction, who is resolute & 
persistent, it may be expected that he will be mindful, highly meticulous, 
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remembering and able to call to mind even things that were done & said 
long ago. Whatever mindfulness he has, is his faculty of mindfulness. 

With a disciple of the noble ones who has conviction, who is resolute & 
persistent, and whose mindfulness is established ['tuned'], it may be 
expected that — making it his object to let go — he will attain concentration 
& singleness of mind. Whatever concentration he has, is his faculty of 
concentration. 

With a disciple of the noble ones who has conviction, who is resolute & 
persistent, whose mindfulness is established, and whose mind is rightly 
concentrated, it may be expected that he will discern: 'From an 
inconceivable beginning comes transmigration. A beginning point is not 
evident, though beings hindered by ignorance and fettered by craving are 
transmigrating & wandering on. The total fading & cessation of ignorance, 
of this mass of darkness, is this peaceful, exquisite state: the resolution of 
all fabrications; the relinquishment of all acquisitions; the ending of craving; 
dispassion; cessation; Unbinding.' Whatever discernment he has, is his 
faculty of discernment. 

And so this convinced disciple of the noble ones, thus striving again & again, 
recollecting again & again, concentrating his mind again & again discerning 
again & again, becomes thoroughly convinced: 'Those phenomena that once 
I had only heard about, I here & now dwell touching them with my body 
and, through discernment, I see them clear through.' Whatever conviction 
he has, is his faculty of conviction. 

— SN 48.50 

§ 89. The Buddha: Sāriputta, do you take it on conviction that the faculty of 
conviction, when developed & pursued, gains a footing in the Deathless, has 
the Deathless as its goal & consummation? Do you take it on conviction that 
the faculty of persistence... mindfulness... concentration... discernment, 
when developed & pursued, gains a footing in the Deathless, has the 
Deathless as its goal & consummation? 

Ven. Sāriputta: It's not that I take it on conviction in the Blessed One that 
the faculty of conviction... persistence... mindfulness... concentration... 
discernment, when developed & pursued, gains a footing in the Deathless, 
has the Deathless as its goal & consummation. Those who have not known, 
seen, penetrated, realized, or attained it by means of discernment would 
have to take it on conviction in others that the faculty of conviction... 
discernment... has the Deathless as its goal & consummation; whereas 
those who have known, seen, penetrated, realized, & attained it by means 
of discernment would have no doubt or uncertainty that the faculty of 
conviction... discernment... has the Deathless as its goal & consummation. 
And as for me, I have known, seen, penetrated, realized, & attained it by 



means of discernment. I have no doubt or uncertainty that the faculty of 
conviction... discernment... has the Deathless as its goal & consummation. 

— SN 48.44 

§ 78. When one quality is established in a monk, the five faculties are 
developed & developed well. Which one quality? Heedfulness. 

And what is heedfulness? There is the case where a monk guards his mind 
in the midst of mental effluents & their concomitants. When his mind is 
guarded in the midst of mental effluents & their concomitants, the faculty of 
conviction goes to the culmination of its development. The faculty of 
persistence... mindfulness... concentration... discernment goes to the 
culmination of its development. 

This is how when one quality is established in a monk, the five faculties are 
developed & developed well. 

— SN 48.56 

 

§ 80. 

Heedfulness: the path to the Deathless; 

Heedlessness: the path to death. 

The heedful do not die. 

The heedless are as if 

already dead. 

— Dhp 21 
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F. The Five Strengths  

§ 90. There are these five strengths. Which five? Strength of conviction, 
strength of persistence, strength of mindfulness, strength of concentration, 
& strength of discernment. These are the five strengths. 

Just as the River Ganges flows to the east, slopes to the east, inclines to the 
east, in the same way when a monk develops & pursues the five strengths, 
he flows to Unbinding, slopes to Unbinding, inclines to Unbinding. 

And how is it that when a monk develops & pursues the five strengths, he 
flows... slopes... inclines to Unbinding? 

There is the case where the monk develops strength of conviction 
dependent on seclusion, dependent on dispassion, dependent on cessation, 
resulting in letting go. He develops strength of persistence... mindfulness... 
concentration... discernment dependent on seclusion... dispassion... 
cessation, resulting in letting go. 

This is how a monk, when developing & pursuing the five strengths, flows... 
slopes... inclines to Unbinding. 

— SN 50.1 

§ 91. There is a manner of reckoning whereby the five faculties are the 
same as the five strengths, and the five strengths the same as the five 
faculties. And what is that method? 

Whatever is the faculty of conviction, that is the strength of 
conviction. Whatever is the strength of conviction, that is the faculty 
of conviction. Whatever is the faculty of persistence, that is the 
strength of persistence. Whatever is the strength of persistence, that 
is the faculty of persistence. Whatever is the faculty of mindfulness, 
that is the strength of mindfulness. Whatever is the strength of 
mindfulness, that is the faculty of mindfulness. Whatever is the 
faculty of concentration, that is the strength of concentration. 
Whatever is the strength of concentration, that is the faculty of 
concentration. Whatever is the faculty of discernment, that is the 
strength of discernment. Whatever is the strength of discernment, 
that is the faculty of discernment. 

Imagine a river — flowing, sloping, inclining toward the east — in whose 

midst is an island. There is a manner of reckoning whereby the river is 

classified as one current, and another manner of reckoning whereby it is 

classified as two. 



And what is the first manner of reckoning? Whatever water lies to the east 

of the island, and whatever water lies to the west. This is the manner of 

reckoning whereby the river is classified as one current. 

And what is the second manner of reckoning? Whatever water lies to the 

north of the island, and whatever water lies to the south. This is the manner 

of reckoning whereby the river is classified as two. 

In the same way, whatever is the faculty of conviction, that is the strength 

of conviction. Whatever is the strength of conviction, that is the faculty of 

conviction... Whatever is the faculty of discernment, that is the strength of 

discernment. Whatever is the strength of discernment, that is the faculty of 

discernment. 

— SN 48.43 



 

G. The Seven Factors for Awakening  

The seven factors for Awakening (bojjhanga) are closely related to the practice of 

the four frames of reference. The texts use two patterns to describe this 

relationship. The first pattern is a spiral, showing how the seven factors for 

Awakening build on the four frames of reference [§92]. This point is reflected in the 

position of mindfulness — defined as the practice of any one of the four frames of 

reference — as the first factor in the list. Discernment, in the role of the analysis of 

mental qualities into skillful and unskillful, builds on right mindfulness and leads to 

persistence, which in the form of right effort/exertion maximizes the skillful 

qualities and minimizes the unskillful ones. This in turn leads to four factors 

associated with jhāna: rapture, serenity, concentration, and equanimity. 

Equanimity, here, is not a neutral feeling, but rather a balancing or moderation — 

an evenness of mind — with regard to any feeling or object that arises. It is 

identical with the equanimity in the fourth jhāna [§149] and with the inherent 

equanimity in the fifth factor of five-factored noble concentration [§150], which can 

develop out of any of the four jhanas. As such it can lead either to greater mastery 

of meditation — as the purity of mindfulness that accompanies the fourth jhāna 

provides the basis for even more precise analysis of qualities, thus allowing the 

causal loop to spiral to a higher level — or to the state of non-fashioning that opens 

to Awakening. 

The differences between these two patterns — a spiraling sequence building on the 
four frames of reference, and a holographic formula implicit in the frames of 
reference — is largely one of emphasis. As the dual nature of this/that 
conditionality indicates — with mental factors building on one another over time 
and strengthening one another in the present — both aspects act together in actual 
practice. 

Viewed as a spiraling sequence, the factors for Awakening offer some interesting 
contrasts to the five faculties. Both sets depict one of the causal loops in the skillful 
development of the mind, but here the emphasis is not on how mindfulness and 
concentration help to develop discernment, but on how mindfulness and 
discernment help to develop concentration. This different dynamic is reflected in the 
mental qualities that act as underlying agents in the development of each 
set…heedfulness underlies the development of the faculties; it grows from a sense 
of conviction in the principle of kamma into members of the "concentration 
aggregate" — right effort and right mindfulness — in the noble eightfold path. In 
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the case of the factors for Awakening, appropriate attention is what underlies the 
development of every element in the set [§95]; it grows from a component factor 
of conviction [§70] into a member of the "discernment aggregate": right view. 
Thus, in each set, the agent underlying its development reflects the intermediate 
members of the set in their role of fostering the final member. 

§ 92. — MN 118 (see attached) 

§ 96. — SN 46.51 (see attached) 
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H. The Noble Eightfold Path  

The noble eightfold path is the most standard description of the Buddhist way of 

practice. The Buddha taught it to his first disciples and to his last [§240], as well as 

to the majority of those in between. It is called noble because when all of its factors 

come together in a fully developed form, they stand on the threshold to stream-

entry, the first of the noble or transcendent attainments. 

The image of "path" used for the factors of this set has two major implications, 

which we have already encountered in II/D. First, the image implies that these 

factors are means to an end, not an end in themselves; second, they lead to, rather 

than cause, the goal. In the context of this set, this image has two levels of 

meaning: On the beginning level, the path is a series of qualities that one must 

consciously develop, step by step, in order to bring oneself nearer to the goal. On 

the ultimate or "noble" level, it is a convergence of those qualities, fully developed, 

within the mind at the point of non-fashioning, leading inexorably to the Deathless. 

On the beginning level, one must work at following the path, but on the noble level 

the path becomes a vehicle that delivers one to the goal. 

The eight factors of the noble eightfold path fall under the three "aggregates" of 

discernment, virtue, and concentration (pañña-khandha, sila-khandha, samadhi-

khandha): right view and right resolve fall under the discernment aggregate; right 

speech, right action, and right livelihood under the virtue aggregate; and right 

effort, right mindfulness, and right concentration under the concentration 

aggregate. Passage §105 states that although the factors of the noble path fall 

under these three aggregates, the three aggregates do not fall under the factors of 

the noble path. What this means is that not every instance of discernment, virtue, 

or concentration within the mind would count as a factor of the noble path. To 

begin with, there are such things as wrong virtue, wrong concentration, and wrong 

discernment [see, for example, §152]. Secondly, even right virtue, concentration, 

and discernment count as noble only when brought to a level of advanced 

development. This point is reflected in §106, which distinguishes mundane and 

noble levels for each factor of the path. Even though the mundane factors 

counteract blatant cases of wrong view, wrong resolve, etc., they still are conjoined 

with subtle levels of mental effluents and can lead to further becoming. 
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Nevertheless, one must first nurture the mundane levels of the eight factors before 

they can develop into their noble counterparts. 

§ 105. Visākha: Is the noble eightfold path fabricated or unfabricated? 

Sister Dhammadinnā: The noble eightfold path is fabricated. 

Visākha: And are the three aggregates [of virtue, concentration, & 

discernment] included under the noble eightfold path, or is the noble 

eightfold path included under the three aggregates? 

Sister Dhammadinnā: The three aggregates are not included under the 

noble eightfold path, but the noble eightfold path is included under the 

three aggregates. Right speech, right action, & right livelihood come under 

the aggregate of virtue. Right effort, right mindfulness, & right 

concentration come under the aggregate of concentration. Right view & 

right resolve come under the aggregate of discernment. 

— MN 44 

— MN 117 (section 106) (see attached) 
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