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Right  Inten<on
Wisdom  and  the  EighNold  Path  By  Barbara  O'Brien,  About.com  

The  second  aspect  of  the  EighNold  Path  of  Buddhism  is  Right  IntenOon  or  Right  Thought,  or  samma  sankappa  in  Pali.  
Right  View  and  Right  IntenOon  together  are  the  "Wisdom  Path,"  the  parts  of  the  path  that  culOvate  wisdom  (prajna).  
Why  are  our  thoughts  or  intenOons  so  important?

We  tend  to  think  that  thoughts  don't  count;  only  what  we  actually  do  maPers.  But  the  Buddha  said  in  the  
Dhammapada  that  our  thoughts  are  the  forerunner  of  our  acOons  (Max  Muller  translaOon):

"All  that  we  are  is  the  result  of  what  we  have  thought:  it  is  founded  on  our  thoughts,  it  is  made  up  of  our  thoughts.  If  
a  man  speaks  or  acts  with  an  evil  thought,  pain  follows  him,  as  the  wheel  follows  the  foot  of  the  ox  that  draws  the  
carriage.

"All  that  we  are  is  the  result  of  what  we  have  thought:  it  is  founded  on  our  thoughts,  it  is  made  up  of  our  thoughts.  If  
a  man  speaks  or  acts  with  a  pure  thought,  happiness  follows  him,  like  a  shadow  that  never  leaves  him."

The  Buddha  also  taught  that  what  we  think,  along  with  what  we  say  and  how  we  act,  create  karma.  So,  what  we  
think  is  as  important  as  what  we  do.

Three  Kinds  of  Right  Inten<on

The  Buddha  taught  that  there  are  three  kinds  of  Right  IntenOon,  which  counter  three  kinds  of  wrong  intenOon.  These  
are:

The  inten6on  of  renuncia6on,  which  counters  the  intenOon  of  desire.
The  inten6on  of  good  will,  which  counters  the  intenOon  of  ill  will.
The  inten6on  of  harmlessness,  which  counters  the  intenOon  of  harmfulness.

Renuncia<on

To  renounce  is  to  give  up  or  let  go  of  something,  or  to  disown  it.  To  pracOce  renunciaOon  doesn't  necessarily  mean  
you  have  to  give  away  all  your  possessions  and  live  in  a  cave,  however.  The  real  issue  is  not  objects  or  possessions  
themselves,  but  our  aPachment  to  them.  If  you  give  away  things  but  are  sOll  aPached  to  them,  you  haven't  really  
renounced  them.

SomeOmes  in  Buddhism  you  hear  that  monks  and  nuns  are  "renounced  ones."  To  take  monasOc  vows  is  a  powerful  
act  of  renunciaOon,  but  that  doesn't  necessarily  mean  that  laypeople  cannot  follow  the  EighNold  Path.  What's  most  
important  is  to  not  aPach  to  things,  but  remember  that  aPachment  comes  from  viewing  ourselves  and  other  things  
in  a  delusional  way.  Fully  appreciate  that  all  phenomena  are  transient  and  limited  -­‐-­‐  as  the  Diamond  Sutra  says  
(Chapter  32),

"This  is  how  to  contemplate  our  condiOoned  existence  in  this  fleeOng  world:

"Like  a  Ony  drop  of  dew,  or  a  bubble  floaOng  in  a  stream;
Like  a  flash  of  lightning  in  a  summer  cloud,
Or  a  flickering  lamp,  an  illusion,  a  phantom,  or  a  dream.
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"So  is  all  condiOoned  existence  to  be  seen."

As  laypeople,  we  live  in  a  world  of  possessions.  To  funcOon  in  society,  we  need  a  home,  clothing,  food,  probably  a  
car.  To  do  my  work  I  really  need  a  computer.  We  get  into  trouble,  however,  when  we  forget  that  we  and  our  "things"  
are  bubbles  in  a  stream.  And  of  course  it's  important  to  not  take  or  hoard  more  than  we  need.

Good  Will

Another  word  for  "good  will"  is  mePa,  or  "loving  kindness."  We  culOvate  loving  kindness  for  all  beings,  without  
discriminaOon  or  selfish  aPachment,  to  overcome  anger,  ill  will,  hatred  and  aversion.

According  to  the  MePa  SuPa,  a  Buddhist  should  culOvate  for  all  beings  the  same  love  a  mother  would  feel  for  her  
child.  This  love  does  not  discriminate  between  benevolent  people  and  malicious  people.  It  is  a  love  in  which"I"  and  
"you"  disappear,  and  where  there  is  no  possessor  and  nothing  to  possess.

Harmlessness

The  Sanskrit  word  for  "non-­‐harming"  is  ahimsa,  or  avihi?s?  in  Pali,  and  it  describes  a  pracOce  of  not  harming  or  doing  
violence  to  anything.

To  not  harm  also  requires  karuna,  or  compassion.  Karuna  goes  beyond  simply  not  harming.  It  is  an  acOve  sympathy  
and  a  willingness  to  bear  the  pain  of  others.

The  EighNold  Path  is  not  a  list  of  eight  discrete  steps.  Each  aspect  of  the  path  supports  every  other  aspect.  The  
Buddha  taught  that  wisdom  and  compassion  arise  together  and  support  each  other.  It's  not  hard  to  see  how  the  
Wisdom  Path  of  Right  View  and  Right  IntenOon  also  supports  the  Ethical  Conduct  Path  of  Right  Speech,  Right  AcOon,  
and  Right  Livelihood.  And,  of  course,  all  aspects  are  supported  by  Right  Effort,  Right  Mindfulness,  and  Right  
ConcentraOon,  the  Mental  Discipline  Path.

Four  Prac<ces  of  Right  Inten<on

The  Vietnamese  Zen  teacher  Thich  Nhat  Hanh  has  suggested  these  four  pracOce  for  Right  IntenOon  or  Right  Thinking:

Ask  yourself,  "Are  you  sure?"  Write  the  quesOon  on  a  piece  of  paper  and  hang  it  where  you  will  see  it  frequently.  
Wong  percepOons  lead  to  incorrect  thinking.

Ask  yourself,  "What  am  I  doing?"  to  help  you  come  back  to  the  present  moment.

Recognize  your  habit  energies.  Habit  energies  like  workaholism  cause  us  to  lose  track  of  ourselves  and  our  day-­‐to-­‐day  
lives.  When  you  catch  yourself  on  auto-­‐pilot,  say,  "Hello,  habit  energy!"

CulOvate  bodhichiPa.  BodhichiPa  is  the  compassionate  wish  to  realize  enlightenment  for  the  sake  of  others.  It  
becomes  the  purest  of  Right  IntenOons;  the  moOvaOng  force  that  keep  us  on  the  Path.

"Human  beings  are  today  less  free  to  think  and  feel  simply,  naturally,  and  spontaneously  than  at  any  other   
period  in  history."
~  EssenOal  Sangharakshita  p.  150  
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