This article appeared in Chicago Buddhist Vihara’s May 2007 Vesak Supplementary as “Sublime Goal of the Buddhist Way of Life”, as part of a collection of articles on each of the Five Spiritual Faculties (Indriya).  
PANNA: THE FIFTH OF THE FIVE FACULTIES

By Bhikkhuni Sudhamma

The last of the Five Spiritual Faculties (Indriya) is called “panna.”  Panna  means the wisdom that overcomes confusion and ignorance.  

As panna strengthens from lower to higher levels, it serves various roles in mental development; hence its exact function depends upon the context.  Panna can mean, for examples, the basic understanding of karmic cause-and-effect; recognition of the importance of wholesome resolve and wholesome behavior; reflective understanding of the Four Noble Truths and the Path; investigation into moment-to-moment reality; sensitivity to the feedback that enables one to readjust and better attune one’s efforts to follow the Path;  insight into reality’s true nature (of impermanence, suffering and non-self); development of the understanding of suffering; or the very peak of insight culminating in full awakening.  

Near the end of his life, the Buddha gathered local monks to announce his decision to pass into Parinibbana in three months’ time.  In what must have been a riveting talk, the Buddha pointed out his key teachings that the monks should, out of compassion, thoroughly master
 for everyone’s benefit and happiness.  He listed these teachings: 1) the Four Foundations of Mindfulness (Satipatthana), 2) the Four Right Exertions (Sammappadhana), 3) the Four Bases of Power (Iddhipada), 4) the Five Spiritual Faculties (Indriya), 5) the Five Strengths (Bala), 6) the Seven Factors of Enlightenment (Bojjhanga), and 7) the Noble Eightfold Path (Ariya atthangika-magga)  Since the seven sets have a total of 37 factors, this important list is called the 37 Factors of Enlightenment (Bodhipakkiya-dhamma). 

The contents of these seven sets of the Buddha’s key teachings have considerable overlap.
 Repeatedly mentioned are effort, mindfulness, concentration, and – most significantly for this discussion – panna. 
The first three sets, the Four Foundations of Mindfulness, Four Right Exertions and Four Bases of Power, match the last three Steps of the Eightfold Path, and so will not be examined separately here.
  The rest of the seven sets – the Five Spiritual Faculties, the Five Strengths, the Seven Factors of Enlightenment, and the Noble Eightfold Path – present different ways to pursue the Path to awakening.  The sets of Five Spiritual Faculties (Indriya) and Five Strengths (Bala) are identical, except that the Strengths are distinguished as having become unshakeable in someone attaining the clarity of a Stream-Enterer or greater.
  

All of the seven sets incorporate lower levels of panna in a sequence of actions leading towards transcendent panna.
  Let us first examine panna as it appears in the Noble Eightfold Path and the Seven Factors of Enlightenment.

The Steps of the Noble Eightfold Path are: Right Understanding, Right Intention, Right Speech, Right Action, Right Livelihood, Right Effort, Right Mindfulness, and Right Concentration. Panna stands out in the first and second Steps. One develops the Eightfold Path thus: (Step 1) The Right Understanding of basic cause-and-effect brings awareness of the inevitable boomerang results of unwholesome or wholesome behaviors.
  (At a higher level, Right Understanding means seeing the relationship between desire and suffering, i.e., the Four Noble Truths). (Step 2) This awareness of karma
 inspires an intelligent person to undertake Right Intention – intentions of openhearted letting-go (nekkhama), of non-aversion (avyapada) and of non-cruelty (ahimsa) – to avoid dealing with a backlash of stinginess, aversion and cruelty.  Right Understanding and Right Intention, together, are known as the panna (wisdom) part of the Path.  

(Step 3-5) This panna of the first two Steps naturally leads to moral conduct towards others. You understand clearly what is at stake: any unskillful, unwholesome behavior will eventually bring painful, unwanted negative karma as its result; any skillful, wholesome behavior will bring pleasant, positive rewards.  Therefore you feel well-motivated to pursue only skillful (Step 3) Right Speech, (Step 4) Right Action and (Step 5) Right Livelihood.  

(Step 6) As one begins to recognize that even mental actions create good or bad karma, panna also leads naturally to the four parts of Right Effort: effort to prevent unwholesome mental states (such as anger or lust), or effort overcome them; effort to develop wholesome mental states, or effort to maintain them.  (Step 7) When panna has prompted a reduction of unwholesome actions (of body speech or mind) that would cause agitation, and prompted an increase in wholesome actions bringing peace and uplift, the mind begins to settle down and find clarity.  Mindfulness is necessary all along the way, but once relieved of unwholesome states the mind becomes less scattered, and mindfulness strengthens into Right Mindfulness.  One gains increasing ability to mindfully focus on the body, on feelings as they arise, on mental states, and on dhammas.
  (Step 8)  In such a good mental environment free of distress and other hindrances, and with mindful focus, rapture arises easily. Rapture can settle into a happy, tranquil glow of steady focus that deepens into Right Concentration.  

With this concentration and mindfulness at work together, one begins to see evidence of impermanence, suffering and non-self (anicca, dukkha and anatta), and thereby develop insight into the nature of reality and the Truth of suffering.  This heightened discernment is none other than the panna of the first Step of the Eightfold Path, Right Understanding.  The significant sharpening of Right Understanding leads to further progress in every other step of the Path.  Hence the Eightfold Path functions as a loop, or a spiral, ever building in strength.  The mind becomes more clear and bright as the Eightfold Path develops.  Its fruition is full awakening into the arahant’s Right Knowledge (transcendent sammanana) and Right Release (sammavimutti), sometimes called “Step 9 and Step 10” of the Eightfold Path.
     

The Seven Factors of Enlightenment are mindfulness (sati), investigation (dhammavicara), energy (viriya), rapture (piti), tranquility (passadi), concentration (samadhi), and equanimity (upekkeha).  Panna appears in the second factor.  

One develops the Seven Factors of Enlightenment thus: (1) mindfulness leads to (2) investigation/analysis of mental qualities– which requires panna. This thrilling moment-to-moment investigation brings up (3) energy for developing wholesome states. Just as we described above, this uplifting effort, which requires panna, leads to a peak of (4) rapture.  Rapture leads to the mind’s settling down into (5) tranquility, which leads to further calming, bringing (6) concentration.  Concentration leads to (7) equanimity.  Equanimity leads back to strengthened (1) mindfulness, creating a perfect loop or upward spiral for further development.  

At first this process functions at an ordinary, mundane level. However, when any one of the seven factors ripens into a factor of enlightenment, it can trigger the next factor to ripen, too.  When all seven have become enlightenment factors, equanimity opens into clear knowing (transcendent panna) and release.    

The Five Spiritual Faculties also develop in sequence, and involve levels of panna from the start.  Previous articles have acquainted the reader with the first four of the Five Spiritual Faculties: faith/confidence (saddha), energy/persistence (viriya), mindfulness (sati), and concentration (samadhi).  Panna is implied in the first of the Five Spiritual Faculties, as a part of faith/conviction: the panna of recognizing laws of karma forms a basis for faith in the Buddha’s skilful use of kamma to overcome all kamma.   

Faith in the Buddha’s accomplishments (and other aspects of faith) naturally lead to the second factor, energetic persistence/effort, as it would be unnatural to have such a stirring conviction without acting upon it.  Panna is also implied here, because the understanding of the underlying difference between unwholesomeness and wholesomeness is necessary for making the four right efforts (prevention or overcoming of unwholesome states, and development and further cultivation of wholesome states).  

In the same manner already described (at Steps 6 and 7 the Eightfold Path), persistent effort allows development of the third of the five faculties, mindfulness.  The faculty of mindfulness so greatly depends upon panna that in one sutta the Buddha defined the faculty of mindfulness in terms of a noble disciple possessing “supreme mindfulness and discretion”.  The Commentary explains that his reference to discretion (nepakkha) was to point out that this faculty becomes strong only when associated with wisdom.
 

Effort and mindfulness naturally lead towards concentration, the fourth faculty, as described above (at Steps 7 and 8 of the Eightfold Path).  Mindfulness and concentration, working together, bring insights into the true nature of reality, allowing the fifth faculty, panna, to arise. 

However, here, panna – as a spiritual faculty – means a more powerful level than the panna that assisted the earlier faculties. This panna sees not only the beginner’s idea of cause and effect, or an intellectual grasp of the Four Noble Truths.  It begins to see how the puzzle of Samsara fits together.  This panna begins to directly understand suffering, abandon desire, realize cessation, and truly develop the Path to freedom. 

The Buddha said that among the Five Spiritual Faculties, the fifth one, panna, is chief, even as red sandalwood is chief of all scented woods.
  That is because of its effect upon the others.  This great panna faculty feeds back into the process to create a loop or upward spiral.  How?

The development of insight leads to the thought, “This Path really works!” and thus increases one’s faith in the Buddha’s efforts and awakening, in the Dhamma’s truth, and in the Sangha’s success in following the Buddha’s path. Furthermore, one’s virtues become enhanced due to increased awareness that non-virtuous (unwholesome) behavior of body, speech or mind must negatively affect one’s Path development.  Hence this panna faculty increases these four aspects of faith/conviction (No. 1).  

Enthusiasm builds due to having seen some results.  Furthermore, insight into origins of pain and cessation of pain increases one’s effort to overcome greed and other unwholesome qualities.  Hence panna faculty strengthens skillful persistence/effort (No. 2). The reduction in unwholesome states leads to greater mindfulness faculty (No. 3), and a greater concentration faculty follows (No. 4).  An ever greater panna faculty (No. 5) is born of these two, to again loop back into the process.  

As panna faculty becomes more penetrative, beginning to see arising and passing away of aggregates, all the Spiritual Faculties become ever more powerful, even to a supramundane level.  The faculties conclude in transcendent panna that leads to the complete destruction of craving through direct understanding, “This is suffering,” “This is the origin of suffering,” “This is the cessation of suffering,” “This is the way leading to the cessation of suffering.”

The Buddha said, “Thus, bhikkhus, one who activates [the Five Spiritual Faculties] fully succeeds fully; one who activates them partly succeeds only partly.  The five faculties, bhikkhus, are not barren, so I say.”
  

Feb 21, 2007 (lightly edited March 11, 2009)

� The Buddha told monks to “thoroughly learn, practice, develop and cultivate” these seven sets of teachings.  DN 16 “Maha Pairnibbana Sutta” The Buddha mentioned the same list of 37 on other occasions, but this was the most compelling circumstance.  See also MN 77, MN 103, MN 149, and VSM XXII.


� The Buddha once went so far as to say that one who develops the Eightfold Path meanwhile also develops all the rest of the 37 factors. (MN 149 “Maha Salayatanika Sutta”).


� Specifically, (1) the Four Foundations of Mindfulness = Step 7 of Right Mindfulness;  (2) the Four Right Exertions = Step 6 of Right Effort; and (3) the Four Bases of Power are necessary for developing Step 8 of Right Concentration.  The Four Foundations of Mindfulness, in themselves, also present a complete presentation of the Path to awakening; see for example the Buddha’s analysis in MN  118.


� Definition of “bala” in the Buddhist Dictionary by Ven. Nyanatiloka (3rd ed.). They are “unshakeable” because their opposites cannot overcome them.  See debate on the reason for two separate sets in Ven. Thanissaro Bhikkhu’s Wings of Awakening (1996) Dhamma Dana Publications of the Barre Center for Budhdist Studies, Barre, MA, Part II, p.58.


� For this analysis I am indebted to Ven. Thanissaro Bhikkhu’s Wings of Awakening (ibid.)


� “Unwholesome” means with an intention rooted in greed, hatred or delusion. “Wholesome” means rooted in non-greed, non-hatred or clarity.  MN 9 “Sammaditthi Sutta”)


� The beginner’s level is the basic understanding of karma; the more skilled level responds to an understanding of the Four Noble Truths, particularly awareness that any kind of craving brings pain.


� These are the Satipatthana (“Four Foundations of Mindfulness”), which are how the Buddha defined Step 7’s Mindfulness.


�  MN 117 “Maha Cattarisaka Sutta” (“The Great Forty”).


� SN 48.9 (9) “Analysis” (1).  Commentarial information came from Footnote 193, Connected Discourses of the Buddha, trans. Ven. Bodhi, p. 1930, Wisdom Pub. (2000) Somerville, MA.


� Sandalwood metaphor: SN Ch. XLVIII.55.   


� Technically, they then cease to be the Five Spiritual Faculties (Indriya), and become the Five Strengths (Bala) of one who has entered the Stream of Enlightenment or beyond. 


� SN 48.14 (4) “In Brief” (3).
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