
A Way to Awakening – 37 Aspects  
Awakening to what? It is a deep inner realization, a profound new perception of life, an overturning of former values and goals. 
It means no longer drifting through life, living for sense pleasures, or yielding to unsatisfactory social norms. An authentic 
reality is now seen; illusion and reality are separated; a genuine end of suffering and lasting happiness beckon us.  
In a way, it is a vision – something direct and immediate, a spiritual experience (although it can be expressed intellectually). It 
is a vision of the nature of existence.  
 

Buddhism communicates its vision of existence through three great images. "Perfect Vision is a vision, first of all, of our actual 
present state of bondage to conditioned existence as represented by the Wheel of Life. It is also a vision of our potential future 
state of Enlightenment as represented by the Buddha, or the mandala of Buddhas, or a Pure Land. Finally it is a vision of the 
path or way leading from the one to the other – a vision, if you like, of the whole future course of evolution" (Sangharakshita, 
The Buddha’s Noble Eightfold Path, revised edition, 2007). 
 

Four Foundations of Mindfulness (satipatthana)1 

1. Contemplation of the 
physical body 

(1) Discern the in and out breathing; (2) discern long or short breaths; (3) experience the whole 
body; and (4) calm bodily fabrications (formations). 

2. Contemplation of 
feelings (or sensations) 

(1) Be sensitive to rapture; (2) be sensitive to pleasure; (3) be sensitive to mental fabrication; (4) 
calm mental fabrication. 

3. Contemplation of 
mind states and moods 

(1) Be sensitive to the mind; (2) satisfy the mind; (3) steady the mind; (4) release the mind. 
[Awareness of mind] 

4. Contemplation of mind 
objects or qualities 
(Dhammas to be mindful 
of). 

(1) Dwell on impermanence. 
(2) Dwell on dispassion.  
(3) Dwell on cessation.  
(4) Dwell on relinquishment. 

(1) 5 aggregates 
(2) 6 senses and 10 fetters 
(3) 4 Noble Truths; 7 factors of enlightenment 
(4) 5 hindrances 

Four Right Efforts (sammappadhana) 
1. Guarding against unwholesome mental states from arising Exertion for unskillful mental states not to arise 
2. Abandoning unwholesome mental states that have arisen Exertion for abandoning unskillful mental states 
3. Developing wholesome states that have not yet arisen Exertion for the arising of skillful mental states 
4. Maintaining wholesome states that have arisen Exertion for sustaining of skillful mental states 

Four Bases of Power (iddhi)2 

1. Desire Intention, purpose, will, aspiration, purpose (chanda) 
2. Persistence Perseverance, energy, diligence,  enthusiasm, sustained effort (viriya) 
3. Intent Intentness,  consciousness, thoughts, concentration, mindset , state of mind (citta) 
4. Discrimination Investigation, ingenuity, analysis, contemplation (vimamsa) 

Five Spiritual Faculties (indriya)2 

1. Faith (saddha) Conviction – seen in the four factors of stream-entry: (1) association with good people; (2) listening 
to the true Dhamma; (3) appropriate attention; (4) practice in accordance with the Dhamma. 

2. Energy (viriya) Persistence – seen in the four right exertions 
3. Mindfulness (sati) Mindfulness – seen in the four frames of reference 
4. Concentration 
(samadhi) 

Concentration – seen in the four jhanas 

5. Wisdom (panna) Discernment – seen in the Four Noble Truths 
Note: Above five points based on Sumyutta Nikaya, 48.8; 55.5 

Five Strengths or Powers (bala)3 

1. Faith (saddha) Provides inspiration and aspiration, steering the mind away from the quagmire of doubt and settles 
it with serene trust in the Triple Gem as the supreme basis of deliverance. 

2. Energy (viriya) Kindles the fire of sustained endeavour that burns up obstructions and brings to maturity the 
factors that ripen in awakening. 

3. Mindfulness (sati) Contributes clear awareness, the antidote to carelessness. 
4. Concentration 
(samadhi) 

Holds the beam of attention steadily focused on the rise and fall of bodily and mental events, calm 
and composed. 

5. Wisdom (panna) Drives away the darkness of ignorance and lights up the true characteristics of phenomena (the 
Buddha calls wisdom the crowning virtue among all the requisites of enlightenment). 

Seven Factors of Enlightenment (bojjhanga)4 

1. Mindfulness (sati) ▪ Having whole-body-and-mind awareness of the present moment – being fully present, not lost in 
daydreams, anticipation, indulgences, or worry. ▪ Releasing habits of mind that maintain the 
illusion of a separate self. ▪ Not judging between likes and dislikes – and dropping 
conceptualizations (when being mindful of breath, for example, it is just breath, not "my" breath). 

2. Investigation of 
mental phenomena 
(dhamma vicaya) 

▪ Keen investigation into the nature of reality, which may be analytical. ▪ Dhamma vicaya means to 
investigate the dhamma (or dharma) – often referring to the teaching of the Buddha, but can also 
refer to the nature of existence or to phenomena as manifestations of reality, or "natural law". ▪ In 
sum, this investigation of dhamma is both an investigation into the Buddha's doctrines, as well as 
into the nature of existence – and to thereby realize the truth of them for oneself, rather than 
accepting matters on blind faith.  

3. Energy (viriya) ▪ Viriya in Pali is virya in Sanskrit which is also translated as "zeal" and "enthusiastic effort" – and 
it also retains a connotation of heroic effort and a warrior's determined zeal. ▪ When the prince who 
would become the Buddha began his quest for enlightenment, he took as his motto ma nivatta, 
abhikkhama – "Falter not; advance". ▪ The quest for enlightenment requires tireless strength and 
courage. 
 
 



4. Joy (piti) ▪ His Holiness the 14th Dalai Lama has said, "Happiness is not something ready-made. It comes 
from your own actions." Getting what we want doesn't make us happy, or at least not happy for very 
long. ▪ It's what we do, not what we get, that grows happiness. ▪ Craving for things we think are 
outside ourselves binds us to suffering; when we see this for ourselves, we can begin to let go of 
craving and find happiness. 

5. Tranquillity 
(passaddhi) 

▪ Calmness or tranquillity of body and consciousness. ▪ While the previous factor is a more joyous 
happiness, this factor is more like the contentment of one who has finished his work and is resting. 
▪ Like happiness, tranquillity cannot be forced or contrived – it arises naturally from the other 
factors. 

6. Concentration 
(samadhi) 

▪ Concentration is focusing all of one's mental faculties onto one physical or mental object and 
practicing the Four Absorptions, also called the Four Jhanas (Pali). By contrast, mindfulness is a 
whole-body-and-mind awareness, usually with some frame of reference – body, feelings, or mind. 
▪ "Samadhi is a state of consciousness that lies beyond waking, dreaming, or deep sleep. It's a 
slowing down of our mental activity through single-pointed concentration" (late John Daido Loori 
Roshi, a Soto Zen teacher). ▪ In deepest samadhi, all sense of "self" disappears, and subject and 
object are completely absorbed into each other. 

7. Equanimity (upekkha) ▪ Equanimity is a balance between the extremes of aversion and desire – that is, not being pulled 
this way and that by what one likes and dislikes. ▪ Equanimity is "evenness of mind, unshakeable 
freedom of mind, a state of inner equipoise that cannot be upset by gain and loss, honor and 
dishonor, praise and blame, pleasure and pain. Upekkha is freedom from all points of self-
reference; it is indifference only to the demands of the ego-self with its craving for pleasure and 
position, not to the well-being of one's fellow human beings" (Theravadin monk and scholar 
Bhikkhu Bodhi). 

The Noble Eightfold Path5 

1. Right view (samma 
ditthi) 

Discern
-ment 

Presents an understanding of (1) suffering, (2) its origin, (3) its cessation, and (4) the 
way leading to its cessation. 

2. Right intention 
(samma sankappa) 

Includes the three-fold intentions of (1) renunciation, (2) good will, and (3) 
harmlessness. 

3. Right speech (samma 
vacca) 

Virtue Means abstaining from (1) false speech, (2) slanderous speech, (3) harsh speech, and (4) 
idle chatter. 

4. Right action (samma 
kammanta) 

Means abstaining from (1) taking life, (2) stealing, and (3) sexual misconduct. 

5. Right livelihood 
(samma ajiva) 

Means (1) giving up wrong livelihood and (2) earning one's living by a right form of 
livelihood. 

6. Right energy (samma 
vayama) 

Concen
-tration 

Involves the effort (1) to restrain defilements, (2) to abandon defilements, (3) to develop 
wholesome states and (4) to maintain wholesome states. 

7. Right mindfulness 
(samma sati) 

Entails mindful contemplation (1) of the body, (2) of feelings, (3) of the mind, and (4) of 
phenomena. 

8. Right concentration 
(samma samadhi) 

Leads to the first jhana, the second jhana, the third jhana, and the fourth jhana. 

Notes 
▪ The Buddha mentions the seven sets as a group many times when he is summarizing his main teachings – they encompass the 
entire path of Buddhist practice. Furthermore, the seven sets have played an important role throughout the history of 
Buddhism in all its various branches. The number 37 carried connotations of basic completeness.2  
▪ The number seven, in the seven sets, was symbolic of treasure – the Buddha explicitly borrows this number symbolism when 
he states that the seven sets are the treasures of his teaching. Another interesting possibility is that musicians in the Buddha's 
time recognized seven systems for tuning the musical scale – all other systems being rejected as discordant – and the Buddha 
may have borrowed this numerical symbolism to suggest that his teachings formed a complete guide to all the possible ways in 
which a person could tune his or her mind to the truth.2 

▪ One of the peculiarities of the 37 Aspects is that two sets are duplicates: the five faculties and the five strengths contain the 
same five factors. Several theories have been advanced as to why the Buddha included what is essentially the same set twice. 
One is that he wanted to indicate that the five factors that make up each set could exist in the mind in two distinct levels of 
intensity, one sufficient for the path to stream-entry, the first level of Awakening, and the other needed for Arahantship, the 
highest level. This may parallel another passage where the Buddha makes a similar distinction between the noble eightfold path 
of stream-entry and the tenfold path of Arahantship.2 

▪ This teaching/list from the suttas gets to the heart of the practice and teachings, and is sometimes known as the "Wings to 
Awakening". An analysis of it by Buddhaghosa (author of the Visuddhimagga) revealed that there are five recurring concepts 
running through the 37 Aspects: faith, confidence (saddha; 2 times), concentration, tranquillity (samadhi; 4 times), wisdom 
(panna; 5 times), mindfulness (sati; 8 times), and energy (viriya; 9 times).6 

Sources: (1) Anapana-sati  Sutta (Pali) or Anapana-smrti Sutra (Sanskrit). "Breath-Mindfulness Discourse".  
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Anapanasati_Sutta; (2) Thanissaro Bhikkhu (Geoffrey DeGraff). "Wings to Awakening: Part II". 
Access to Insight (Legacy Edition), 30 November 2013, 
http://www.accesstoinsight.org/lib/authors/thanissaro/wings/part2.html; (3) Bhikkhu Bodhi. "The Five Spiritual Faculties". 
Access to Insight (Legacy Edition), 5 June 2010, http://www.accesstoinsight.org/lib/authors/bodhi/bps-essay_22.html; (4) 
Barbara O'Brien. "The Seven Factors of Enlightenment". http://buddhism.about.com/od/enlightenmentandnirvana/tp/The-
Seven-Factors-Of-Enlightenment.htm; (5) Bhikkhu Bodhi. "The Noble Eightfold Path: The Way to the End of Suffering". Access 
to Insight (Legacy Edition), 30 November 2013, http://www.accesstoinsight.org/lib/authors/bodhi/waytoend.html; (6) The 
Dhamma Encyclopedia. "37 factors of enlightenment". 
http://www.dhammawiki.com/index.php?title=37_factors_of_enlightenment .  
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