
Wisdom Week 1:  Wisdom as discernment 
 

What is wisdom? 
   
“It is the discriminative faculty that operates through discernment or clarity, rather 
than a learned store of knowledge.  It’s a faculty that we all already have. To quote the 
Buddhist scriptures: ‘wisdom and consciousness ... are conjoined’ (M. 43.5)”  Ajahn 
Sucitto 
 
How does Dharma wisdom mature beyond everyday common-sense such as 
knowing better than to build a house on sand? For one thing, it is based the human 
ability to discern what the mind is doing.   

• Wisdom discerns where our actions spring from and how they condition 
our minds:  what kind of emotions, attitudes, states of body, heart and 
mind, thinking patterns and uses of attention underlie our actions and 
what results and habits do they lead to? 

• Wisdom can penetrate to the deepest levels of our conditioning, those 
that influence how we perceive experience itself, so that our 
understanding and resultant actions are naturally wise.  In a sense, we 
can learn not to build our internal refuges on sand either! 

• Wisdom knows the fleeting nature of all experience. It can embrace the 
whole process of life and death.  It knows the value of kindness, 
compassion, generosity, peacefulness and morality. It can see through 
and dissolve whatever prevents these qualities from shining forth 
naturally. 

 

From Ajahn Sucitto Parami, the chapter on Wisdom called “Innate Clarity”.  This 
whole chapter is well worth reading, here’s the link to the whole book again: 
https://forestsangha.org/teachings/books/parami-ways-to-cross-life-s-floods?language=English 

“The development of wisdom is on three fronts. The first is the learning aspect: that is, 
the function of picking up and assimilating some ideas. This is what is called pariyatti, 
conceptual wisdom or theory, which we might obtain from a book, or from listening to a 
talk. The second is the wisdom of practice, of directly applying theory in one’s life and 
practicing towards clearing away the causes of stress, confusion and suffering. This is 
called patipatti. Thirdly, there is the wisdom of realization, or pativedha, which is a 
confident, clear and peaceful knowing that stands outside of opinions, reactions and 
biases. It is the kind of knowing that just ‘knows’ that something is so or not so. It is 
that purity of knowing that provides release from confusion and stress. 
These three aspects of wisdom are symbolized by the Buddhist figurines that carry a 
book, sword and lotus. The book symbolizes the knowledge, which requires skill to pick 
up, assimilate and bear in mind. The sword symbolizes the energetic cutting off of 
delusion and entanglements. It requires the wisdom to know what to cut through, so 
that you don’t cut off your intelligence by hacking in the wrong direction. Applied 
practice isn’t about eliminating thoughts and feelings; it’s not butchery of the heart. It’s 
a clearing away of confusion that allows the lotus of realization to come to light and 
blossom.” 



 
 
 
Wisdom is represented in the Eightfold Path by the first two factors: Right View and 
Right Intention, where “right” means appropriate for the purpose of bringing an end 
to suffering, like the right tool for the job.  Right View is first of all the 
understanding that our actions (of body, speech and mind) have consequences 
related to their ethical nature.   Actions rooted in greed, hatred or delusion lead to 
suffering, actions rooted in non-greed, non-hatred and non-delusion (or generosity, 
goodwill & compassion, wisdom) lead to peace and freedom.   
  

“All experience is preceded by mind,  
Led by mind, 
Made by mind. 

Speak or act with a corrupted mind, 
 And suffering follows 
As the wagon wheel follows the hoof of the ox. 
All experience is preceded by mind, 
 Led by mind, 
 Made by mind. 
Speak or act with a peaceful mind, 
 And happiness follows 
Like a never-departing shadow.” 

--Dhammapada 1.1-2 

Right View also means taking the perspective of the Four Noble Truths and 
examining our experience in light of these factors.   These truths are not four 
statements about reality to be merely believed, but rather they are guides to 
moment by moment discernment of our own internal processes: 

“One attends wisely: ‘This is suffering; one attends wisely: This is the origin of 
suffering’; one attends wisely: ‘This is the cessation of suffering’; one attends 
wisely: ‘This is the way leading to the cessation of suffering.’ “--MN 2 

Can we recognize and sense into discontent, lack of ease, stress right as it is 
happening? Can we eventually allow even our deepest suffering to be felt and 
understood?  Can we sense and feel its relationship to craving and clinging and 
resistance, to wanting experiences to be other than what they are or to deliver 
more lasting happiness than they can?  Can we taste even little moments of 
freedom, peace, joy, and ease when that craving lets go?  Can we see how 
cultivating the Eightfold Path of wisdom, ethics and meditation makes these 
moments more easily available? 

What perceptions underlie our unconscious beliefs that we ought to be able to 
control our experience, get all the ducks lined up, make things stay the way we 
want forever?  Or the opposite belief: that if we can’t do that, it’s all hopeless, there 
is no way to find lasting happiness? In the coming weeks we will explore these 
topics in more depth. 



An example of how wisdom works within us from Ajahn Sucitto: 
 
“Maybe we’re trying to possess or control a situation that can’t be held, or make a son, 
daughter or partner be something that they’re not. Or we’re resisting an uncomfortable 
feeling, getting defensive and pretending it isn’t there (while denying that we’re being 
defensive). When you realize that you’re trying to push a river uphill, or stop it flowing 
downhill, and that it’s a waste of energy, that’s a further budding of the lotus. Then, 
having the idea that you can release yourself from stress, you stop wasting your time 
and energy in unnecessary holding or pushing or resisting. That’s another release, one 
which encourages your wisdom sword to cut off the tangles, biases, desires and worries 
that bind you into unnecessary effort. The energy that is caught up with confused 
misunderstanding and wrong activities — whether psychological, physical or emotional 
— then gets released. It is subsumed into the energy of the mind, and there is a feeling 
of wholeness, peace and freedom. In fact every time we have some kind of realization, 
energy is untangled and settles, making the mind feel bright. And to know that it’s well 
worth going through the struggle and enquiry to get there is the wisdom that keeps you 
going through the next challenge.” 
 
 
Reflection:  What does wisdom mean to you? Who are the wisest people you know? 
What makes them wise? What qualities of wisdom do you admire in them? How do 
they behave that manifests wisdom? Under what circumstances do you have access 
to some of the same qualities as the wise people you know? 
 


