
!"#"$%& '" (%)'" ()'&$"&%"*", ", +,,-, .-.-./0
1((2 .0/,-03,. (online), 1((2 .0/,-03.4 (print)
1(52 66-6738-8-.-0 (print), © +,,- Firenze University Press 

!s a part of a study on faith and renunciation in the Buddhist 
Nik"yas, this article focuses on the dyad saddh9-nekkhamma. 
#rough a semantic investigation, it is possible to see that the qual-
ity of saddh9, being strongly related to wisdom and mindfulness, is 
considered in the P"li formulas as a support of the whole meditative 
path. It is not a matter of belief in a dogma, but indeed an ability 
to recognize the dangers of de$lements and the opportunity to over-
come them through the development of the mind. Nekkhamma is 
the active side of saddh9. By trusting the wider perspective taught by 
the Buddha, the individual can let go of the fetters that condition the 
mind: nekkhamma is renunciation of the habitual structure of self. 

“Ob es eine unerfüllte Sehnsucht ist,  
die einen Menschen wahnsinnig macht?”

Ludwig Wittgenstein (.0//, 60)

T:; ';$*<"=%">?$ >@ %:; $="<"%)&A =&%: that we Bnd in the P9li Nik9yas 
ascribe a crucial role to the dyad saddh"-nekkhamma (faith-renuncia-

tion). Ce understanding of this role requires a semantic analysis of the 
terms. If we interpret the Buddhist thought in the Nik9yas by merely stick-
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ing to the common translations of these texts, there is a risk of 
misunderstanding their real meaning and the very purpose of Buddhist 
soteriology. 

Cerefore, in this paper I would try to apply a threefold but homogene-
ous approach to the P9li Nik9yas:
.. a semantic analysis of the single terms;
+. a speciBc and comparative examination of compounds and formulas 
where the two terms appear;
8. a reMection on some wider contexts — suttas or groups of suttas that 
emphasize saddh" and nekkhamma. 

Cis method, based on the evidences of the texts according to their struc-
ture and contents, and supported by some interesting suggestions of con-
temporary Buddhist scholars and thinkers, will enable us to consider faith 
and renunciation not as two separate factors of the Buddhist teachings, 
but as two closely interrelated manifestations of the wisdom (paññ") that 
leads the meditator from suNering (dukkha) to the cessation of suNering 
(dukkhanirodha). In Buddhism, intuitive wisdom, i.e. the capacity of seeing 
and knowing phenomena just the way they are — as expressed in the for-
mula “yath"bh%ta& j"n"ti passati”O — without the stains of delusion, crav-
ing and aversion, is the most important cause of liberation. But the access 
to wisdom, to the liberating insight, is not very easy to Bnd. Ce meditator 
needs to cultivate several instruments that are indeed available forms of 
wisdom. In many descriptions of the path, saddh" and nekkhamma are 
the Brst two steps, i.e. the most accessible forms of wisdom and essential 
requisites of Buddhist practice.

Saddh" is usually translated as ‘faith’, but it is not to be meant as a 
dogmatic belief. As stated in several suttas, dogmatic belief can deBnitely 
be dangerous to the spiritual path.P Yet, this lack of a dogmatic perspec-
tive does not lessen the importance of the term saddh" in the P9li Canon. 
In the Dantabh%misutta of the Majjhima Nik9ya, which is an emblem-
atic text of Buddhist soteriology, the whole path of liberation is based on 

.. Cf. for instance the Sa'g"ravasutta (S #.+8-, PTS #..+7-.+-) and the Abhayasutta 
(S #.+8/, PTS #..+6).

+. A very critical approach to dogmatic beliefs is found in the Brahmaj"lasutta (D 
"..-.70, PTS "..-7-), in the Atthinukhopary"yasutta (S "#..38, PTS "#..86-.7,), in the Pubba-
ko((hakasutta (S #.3.7, PTS ++,-+++) and in the Kesamuttisutta (A "".--, PTS "..66).
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saddh".V Here faith is described as an intuitive understanding of how 
clinging to sense-experience leads to suNering. Cis understanding is 
embodied by the presence of the Buddha. Crough listening to the teach-
ings of the Buddha — that in the Dantabh%misutta are compared to the 
kind, gentle words of an elephant tamer — the individual — compared here 
to an elephant — understands how suNering is created and reinforced, thus 
obtaining conBdence in the Buddha himself.W In the Dantabh%misutta the 
Buddha represents the possibility of realising the end of suNering through 
a process of letting go, i.e. renunciation. Cerefore it is a matter of faith in 
the Buddha, a faith that is not a blind belief, but a trust, a conBdence in the 
Buddha and his teachings. In the Suttas, the existence of the Buddha proves 
the eNectiveness of the path to freedom. In a way, the word saddh" implies 
not only this conBdence, but all the factors of the path, that are strictly 
interconnected. 

Ce relationship between the factors is particularly relevant in the case 
of saddh" and nekkhamma, two sides of the same coin. Renunciation is both 
a consequence of faith and its ‘negative’ form: saddh" is the positive facet 
of the path, i.e. cultivation (bh"van"), nekkhamma is its negative dimen-
sion, i.e. puriBcation (visuddhi). Actually, in the Buddhist Nik9yas we can 
observe two main aspects of the path leading to liberation (vimutti). Ce 
Brst aspect is usually called cultivation (bh"van"). It consists basically in 
the cultivation of the wholesome factors, i.e. the seven factors of awakening 
(bojjha)gas), the four tools of mindfulness (satipa((h"nas), the Bve faculties 
(indriyas) etc. Ce second aspect is puriBcation (visuddhi), that is puriBca-
tion of the mind (citta) from unwholesome factors — hindrances (n*vara'as), 
deBlements (kilesas), fetters (sa&yojanas), taints ("savanas).

In the Nik9yas freedom from suNering is the result of a process of 
intuitive understanding, which is supported by the practice of mindful-
ness. Knowing and seeing the phenomena as they are (yath"bh%ta& j"n"ti 
passati) leads to freedom. Ce Dantabh%misutta displays how this faculty 
of seeing is cultivated because of faith (saddh") and is cleansed, puriBed 
through letting go (nekkhamma).

8. M .+3 (M """.+.8-+++, PTS """..+6-.8/). See also the Ga'akamoggall"nasutta 
(M .,/, """./7-/6, PTS "".+---"""./), which can be considered a shorter version of the 
Dantabh%misutta.

7. So ta& dhamma& sutv" tath"gate saddha& pa(ilabhati (M """.+.6, PTS """..87). 
See also D "..0. (PTS ".-8), D ".+6, (PTS "..,,), M ".+0. (PTS "../0) etc. Cf. Caruso (+,,3, 
../-.+/).
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In many suttas saddh" is meant as conBdence in the awakening of the Bud-
dha and in his qualities. As an example, in the Indriyasa&yutta we Bnd 
the formula “ariyas"vako saddho hoti, saddahati tath"gatassa bodhi&”, 

“the noble disciple is conBdent, he has conBdence in the awakening of the 
Tath9gata”.[ Cis formula is followed by a list of adjectives of the Bud-
dha, expressed by a very common formula: “Such indeed is the Blessed 
One, accomplished, fully awakened, perfect in true knowledge and con-
duct, sublime, knower of the worlds, incomparable leader of persons to be 
tamed, teacher of gods and humans, awakened, blessed” (iti’pi so bhagav" 
araha& samm"sambuddho vijj"cara'asampanno sugato lokavid% anuttaro 
purisadammas"rathi satth" devamanuss"na& buddho bhagav"’ti).\ Cis 
depiction of the Buddha is a reminder of the path (vijj"cara'a) and of the 
goal of the path (the ultimate awakening expressed by the other terms). 
Faith so evoked is an actual step toward Bnal liberation, as emphasized 
by the passages in the Canon where saddh" is an obvious prerequisite of 
vimutti. We have, for instance, the formula “who has faith in this teaching 
is liberated” (ime dhamme eva& saddahati adhimuccati), or the compound 

“liberated by faith” (saddh"vimutta). In the Brst case, the teaching is about 
impermanence, that in Early Buddhism is a truth that has to be investi-
gated and directly apprehended. Yet, an attitude of faith in this teaching is 
considered a step toward liberation.] Ce compound saddh"vimutta, that 
can be easily translated with “liberated by faith”, is a clear example of the 
crucial role played by faith in the liberating process. Ce K*("girisutta lists 
seven kinds of meditators, among them the faith-follower (saddh"nus"rin) 
and the one liberated by faith (saddh"vimutta).̂  Ce saddh"nus"rin has not 
yet overcome taints, but “has faith in and love for the Buddha” (tath"gate 
c’assa saddh"matta& hoti pemamatta&). Ce saddh"vimutta has reached 
a certain degree of liberation, being one who has had “his taints partly 
destroyed by his seeing with wisdom” (paññ"ya c’assa disv" ekacce "sav" 

3. S #.7/0-76. (PTS #..0--.00).
-. Ibidem. Cese qualities are known as the “nine qualities of the Buddha” (nava-bud-

dha-gu'a). Cf. Skilling (.006, .03).
/. Cis formula is repeated in all the suttas of the Okkantasa&yutta (S """.8,+-8.., 

PTS """.++7-++6). Ce commentary so explains the formula: “He reaches perfect liberation 
by faith” (saddh"dhimokkha& pa(ilabhati, SA """.8,+-8.., PTS "".87-).

6. M /, (""..6+, PTS ".7//-7/0). Ce same list is shortly mentioned in the Sa)g*tisutta 
(D 88, """.88+, PTS """.+37).
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parikkh*'" honti). His faith in the Buddha is deeper, more strongly es-
tablished (tath"gate c’assa saddh" nivi((h" hoti m%laj"t" pati((hit"). In 
this same sutta the Buddha says that the accomplishment of knowledge 
(aññ"r"dhana) is the result of a gradual process that begins with saddh". 
As we are going to see, faith seems to be an embryonic form of that wisdom, 
which is, by analogy, a mature form of faith-conBdence. It is noteworthy 
that in the commentaries the compound saddh"vimutta is explained by 
describing a person that insightfully contemplates (yath"bh%ta& paj"n"ti) 
the Four Noble Truths, i.e. suNering (dukkha), its roots (dukkh"samudaya), 
its end (dukkhanirodha) and the path leading to the end of suNering 
(dukkhanirodhag"min* pa(ipad").̀

In other suttas, saddh" is described as the knowledge of imper-
manence: impermanence of the six sense-realms (sa+"yatanas); 
impermanence of the Bve aggregates (khandhas); impermanence of 
experience, concepts, thoughts and craving related to the Bve aggregates; 
impermanence of the six elements (dh"tus).Oa Cis fact may look like an 
oxymoron, but it is indeed a clear evidence of the osmosis between con-
Bdence and knowledge, showing how saddh" is far from being “blind 
faith”. Saddh" seems to be a step beyond intellectual knowledge, because 
intellectual knowledge can easily be aNected by the detrimental inMuence 
of deBlements. Summing up, the individual, by observing experience 
through conBdence, sees all phenomena as impermanent, conditioned, 
and turns passionately, devotionally and, in a way, spontaneously, toward 
the unconditioned qualities embodied by the Buddha. In these two very 
deBnitions of faith we have a hint of what renunciation is: an inner move-
ment from the conditioned world to the realization of the Unconditioned 
(amatadhamma), i.e. nibb"na, the Bnal goal of the Buddhist path. Cis 
is not merely a shib of desire from one object to another. It is rather a 
change of perspective: desire of the conditioned realm is ta'h", crav-
ing, thirst, and there is attachment in it; desire of the Unconditioned is 
chanda, aspiration, or saddh", faith, and, instead of attachment, there is 
renunciation in it, as pointed out by the compound nekkhammachanda. 
It is an ontological diNerence. In other words, saddh" indicates what the 

0. See for instance DA """..3, (PTS """.60,) and MA ""..6+ (PTS """..60). Furthermore, 
in order to illustrate the meaning of saddh"vimutta, both texts use the formula of the 
K*t"girisutta to emphasize that the observation of phenomena through intuitive wisdom 
destroys taints.

.,. See S """..7--.70 (PTS """../0-.6,) and 8,+-8., (PTS """.++7-++/).
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practitioner is searching for, i.e. Bnal liberation, while nekkhamma indi-
cates what the individual is progressively leaving behind, i.e. attachment 
to the sense-realm. Ce two terms describe the same kind of motiva-
tion, just seen from two diNerent perspectives. Cis motivation springs 
from wisdom, is based on wisdom and leads to wisdom: it has intuitive 
wisdom (paññ") as its texture and frame. Ce faculty of seeing, contem-
plating reality, is the actual object of faith. If we look more closely, we 
realize that faith is a capacity of seeing the truth. Needless to say, in the 
examples just observed it is not the Bnal, liberating insight, but it is the 
Brst blossoming of the faculty of knowing and seeing. Yet, saddh" is not 
only a beginner’s requisite, but it is also a quality of a Buddha. It is obvi-
ous in the Lakkha'asutta, where saddh" is one of the marks (lakkha'as) 
of a Buddha, together with morality (s*la), learning (suta), renunciation 
(c"ga), wisdom (paññ" or buddh*) and others. Cese are not momentary 
conditions, but are indeed the qualities that a Buddha can never lose 
(na parih"yati).OO In the Sa)kh"rupapattisutta, these same Bve qualities 
are entitled to let a monk decide about his future aber death. He can 
decide either to reappear in beautiful realms or not to reappear again, by 
realizing the end of the taints ("sav"na& khay") and therefore the Bnal 
liberation (vimutti).OP As faith generally is in the Tath9gata himself, the 
questions are: why would the Buddha have faith? Who or what is the 
object of his faith? We have previously seen that initial faith is in the 
qualities embodied by the Buddha, in his awakening, in his knowledge, 
etc. Also, faith is in the Four Noble Truths. As saddh" is a lakkha'a of 
the Buddha, it needs eventually to transcend the person of the Buddha 
and be focused on the very factors of awakening and on the possibility, 
represented by the Buddha and largely expounded in the teaching of the 
Four Noble Truths, to reach Bnal liberation from suNering. 

Saddh" is the access to the path and its goal, embracing in some way 
the whole process, so proving to be, just like paññ", a transcendent quality. 
Ce diNerence between ‘preliminary faith’ and ‘awakened faith’ is probably 
to be found in the level of understanding. Ce Brst kind of faith is a glimpse 
into the Four Noble Truths and it is necessarily sustained by the presence 
of the Buddha, the latter is the full realization of them.

... D +8 (D "".++7, PTS """..-3). Ce commentary (DA "".++3, PTS """.08-) deBnes this 
faith as “suitable faith” (okappana-saddh") or “the faith of serene, luminous conBdence” 
(pas"da-saddh").

.+. M .+, (M """..-,-./3, PTS """.00-.,8).
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Cerefore, the fact that saddh" appears at the beginning of the liberating 
process does not imply that it is a tool to be put aside aber its application. 
On the contrary, it is a quality to be cultivated, because it is intrinsically 
precious. 

‘2;Q&%"#;’ &?' ‘=>$"%"#;’ @&*;%$ >@ ,-../0110

Ce Nad*sotasutta of the Itivuttaka deBnes nekkhamma as “going against the 
stream”.OV Here renunciation is meant in a literal sense and is renunciation 
of the world, of the home life, of women and so on. But in the P9li Canon 
renunciation is meant both as an ‘external’ renunciation and as an ‘inner’ 
renunciation, the former being a symbol of the latter. Ce stream is much 
more than an external lifestyle. Ce stream is essentially an image for ta'h", 
craving, rather than for the objects of craving. Ce inner renunciation is the 
conversion from the powerful grip of craving to the release of letting go. 

One of the possible etymologies of nekkhamma is nikkhamati (Skr 
ni2kramati), that means leaving the household life, retiring from the world; 
it can be seen as a metaphor of letting go of the ego, the self-view. From a 
traditional perspective, nekkhamma derives from nikk"ma (Skr nai2k"mya), 
emancipation from k"ma, sense-pleasure: in the commentary nekkhamma is 
explained to be the quality of being free from k"ma (k"mato nissa(agu'ena, 
or k"m"na& nissara'a&).OW It could, indeed, be a play on words where both 
meanings are involved.

According to Canissaro (.008, 73), “the Buddha recommends relin-
quishing attachment to sensuality, not because sensual pleasures are in 
any way evil, but because the attachment itself is dangerous: both in terms 
of the pain experienced when a relished pleasure inevitably ends, and in 
terms of the detrimental inMuence such attachment can have on a person’s 
action — and thus on his or her future condition”.

Ce object of renunciation is not only the object of craving, what the 
mind is attached to, but it is also — and especially — craving itself. We have 
just seen how the deBnition of nekkhamma in the commentaries indicates 
a condition of emancipation from k"ma, i.e. from indulging in sense-pleas-
ures. Also, some suttas, among them the Dvedh"vitakkasutta of Majjhima 
Nik9ya and three suttas of the Adguttara Nik9ya, explicitly equate the 

.8. Pa(isoto ti kho bhikkhave nekkhammasseta& adhivacana& (Iti "#..,0, PTS 
..7-..3).

.7. MA """.+.7 (PTS "#..0/).
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cultivation of nekkhamma with the abandoning (pah"na) of k"ma.O[ Cis 
point is very important: what is meant by sense-pleasure? Ce Suttas list six 
sense-doors, including the mind. Every door can be either aNected by k"ma 
or contemplated through paññ".O\ In the Brst case, sense-experience is 
contaminated by attachment, whilst wise contemplation protects the sense-
doors from the threat of attachment. In this perspective, k"ma is clearly a 
synonym for ta'h". Liberation is essentially the end of attachment, as we 
see in the following formula quoted from the Sa+"yatanasa&yutta: “Free 
from attachment, the monk gains Bnal liberation” (anup"d"no […] bhikkhu 
parinibb"yati).O] In other words, the most important aspect of renunciation 
is renunciation itself, the very act of letting go. More than renunciation in 
a strictly ascetic sense, nekkhamma is the realization of the roots of suNer-
ing (dukkha), a realization followed by the intention of being liberated and 
Bnally followed by the very act of letting go of those roots. 

If we disregard the implications of wisdom (paññ") in this process, the 
word renunciation could be easily misunderstood. In the Western culture, 
it oben evokes a sense of deprivation, of losing something of worth and/or 
of losing something enjoyable. Cis idea is widely confuted by two elements 
that emerge from an attentive reading of the Nik9yas. Ce Brst evidence 
is given by the several descriptions of the ‘inner’ objects of renunciation: 
hindrances, deBlements and, in short, every form of identiBcation with 
a separated self. As inner renunciation is far more difcult than external 
renunciation, the Suttas encourage the latter as a practice to understand the 
Brst, which is quite subtle to realize. 

We can get useful clues from some considerations on nekkhamma 
expressed by a contemporary Buddhist thinker, Ajahn Munindo, a western 

.3. Ce three suttas of Adguttara Nik9ya are the Vitakkasutta, the Saññ"sutta and 
the Dh"tusutta. Ce formula slightly changes depending on the content of the suttas, i.e. the 
factor to be cultivated or abandoned (-vitakka, -saññ" and -dh"tu). So we have three simi-
lar formulas: k"mavitakkassa pah"n"ya nekkhammavitakko bh"vetabbo — k"masaññ"ya 
pah"n"ya nekkhammasaññ" bh"vetabb" — k"madh"tuy" pah"n"ya nekkhammadh"tu bh"-
vetabb" (A #"..,0-.., PTS """.77--77/). Ce Dvedh"vitakkasutta focuses on the compounds 
tied with -vitakka and draws a simple but clear map, depicting the direction of grasping and 
the direction of letting go (M ".+,--+.3, PTS "...7-..6). In both examples here represented, 
the process is repeated with the two ‘companions’ of nekkhamma, namely aby"p"da and 
avihi&s", that we will discuss later in order to understand better the meaning of k"ma.

.-. A detailed account on the contemplation of sense-experience is in the Mah"sa-
+"yatanikasutta (M .7/, M """.7+6-783, PTS """.+6/-+0,). I treated this subject in Giustarini 
(forthcoming). 

./. S "#...6N. (PTS "#..,+N.).
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monk in the Cai forest tradition of Cerav9da Buddhism. He eNectively 
stresses the quality of renunciation in the monastic life and, at the same time, 
describes it as an instrument to discover a deeper form of simpliBcation:

[…] there is tremendous beneBt in being able to give up that which is 
extra — to be able to let go of that which is not necessary and to live a 
simple life. […] Cese things that monks and nuns may give up are not in 
themselves the real point of renunciation. Cese outer gestures of renun-
ciation are forms for encouraging an inner letting go (+,,3, ../-..6).

Ce second interesting element to be considered is the combination of the 
term nekkhamma with terms like sukha (happiness, joy), rata (delighted), 
chanda (desire, aspiration). We have already mentioned chanda, a term that 
is generally translated as desire but whose real meaning is closer to saddh" 
than to ta'h". Cough chanda, when compounded with raga, k"ma, etc., 
means desire in a negative sense, i.e. craving, it oben expresses a high aspi-
ration, a desire to be free from deBlements. In many cases chanda is found 
in compounds with nekkhamma. Several passages of the Canon underline 
the importance of desiring renunciation. Cerefore, ta'h", craving, would 
not be a free expression of desire, but the repression of a deeper desire for 
freedom.O^

Paraphrasing Wittgenstein, we could wonder whether there is a matter 
of unsatisBed desire behind the madness of craving/aversion and the result-
ing illness (dukkha). Ce occurrence of the term chanda in the P9li Canon 
seems to give a positive answer. Ce mind, blind to desire for renunciation 
and for consequent release, cleaves to a reactive approach that it believes 
to be the best way to gain happiness. So, desire for sensorial satisfaction 
(k"machanda) is not wrong in itself, but it is a sort of fog that covers a higher 
sort of desire (nekkhammachanda). As the sensorial world is generally ruled 
by the power of deBlements, it is not trustworthy: trust in the world eventu-
ally leads to disappointment (dukkha). Ce energy of trust has to be directed 
to awakening, to liberation, and this conversion is saddh". By changing the 
object of trust, the object - and the quality - of desire changes too. Because 
of saddh", k"machanda becomes nekkhammachanda.

.6. In the K*("girisutta the word chanda is indicated as a step in the gradual process 
to liberation (M ""..68, PTS ".7/0-76,). Here it is found alone, but it is clear that its role is 
deBnitely positive. Ce translation of Bhikkhu Ñ9hamoli, revised by Bhikkhu Bodhi, uses 
the term ‘zeal’ (Ñ9hamoli, Bodhi .003, 368).
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Cis very desire for renunciation leads to a deeper happiness. Ce 
clear evidence of this is to be found in the Bnal parts of the following 
compounds: nekkhammarata (A #".78, PTS """.87-; C -0., PTS /,) nekkham-
masukha (M ""..3-, PTS ".737; M """..6-, PTS """...,, Dhp +/+, PTS 80) 
nekkhammachand"bhirata (D """.+,8-+./, PTS """..7/-.30). Cese compounds 
indicate that renunciation has in itself a taste of Bnal freedom. Not only that, 
but the happiness resulting from the intelligent attitude of renunciation in 
turn leads to a deeper understanding, as seen in the Dantabh%misutta. A 
preliminary deliberate eNort to let go of deBlements, taints, fetters etc. is 
necessary to allow one to contemplate them. Letting go is a puriBcation of 
the mind from the taints that prevent a clear view. Ce process of letting 
go and the process of understanding coincide. Furthermore, nekkhamma-
chanda is the best deBnition of saddh" in the Buddhist Nik9yas: faith is 
desire to let go, to release the holding to the sense-realm.

If there is joy in renunciation, as these compounds seem to demonstrate, 
nekkhamma would mean, using a locution of Ajahn Munindo, “[…] saying 
‘no’ to the force of compulsion […]” (+,,3, .+.). Understanding deBlements 
implies a willingness to abandon them, and this willingness has to be cul-
tivated, because they have a particular force and can easily obstruct the 
faculty of seeing and contemplating.

*
We have previously seen that nekkhamma is deBned as the abandoning, let-
ting go (pah"na) of sense-gratiBcation (k"ma). Ce term pah"na provides a 
better understanding of the role of nekkhamma in the path to liberation. In 
comparison with nekkhamma, pah"na seems to be more a result of the con-
templative process than one of its prerequisites. In fact, pah"na oben follows 
contemplative formulas and introduces the patterns of sam"dhi. In a typi-
cal description of sam"dhi we read: “By the abandoning of them (worries 
and memories of worldly life, i.e. deBlements) the mind becomes internally 
steady, quiet, uniBed and recollected” (tesa& pah"n" ajjhattam eva citta& 
santi((hati sannis*dati ekodi hoti sam"dhiyati).O` In many cases, pah"na 
is the fruit of the practises of mindfulness (satipa((h"nas), expecially the 

.0. See for instance the Vitakkasa'(h"nasutta, where the objects of pah"na are 
unwholesome thoughts (akusal" vitakk") bound up with ignorance, craving and aversion 
(M +,, ".+.--++., PTS "...6-.++). In the K"yagat"satisutta of the Majjhima Nik9ya, the same 
formula represents an excellent example of the role played by letting go in the contempla-
tive process (M ..0, """..37-.33, PTS """.60-07).
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exercise of mindfulness of the body (k"yagat"sati). Ce 3savasutta of the 
Satipa((h"nasa&yutta connects the cultivation of the four satipa((h"nas 
with the abandoning of taints ("savas).Pa In the K"yagat"sativagga of the 
Adguttara Nik9ya the application of mindfulness to the body allows the let-
ting go of ignorance (avijj"), of ego-centred thoughts (asmim"no), of the fet-
ters (sa&yojanas) and the removal (samuggh"ta) of latent tendencies (anusa-
yas).PO In several texts the contemplation of impermanence is a precursor of 
abandoning ignorance (avijj"). Ce Avijj"vagga of the Sa+"yatanasa&yutta, 
for instance, describes in short the practice of “knowing and seeing” every 
sense-door, every sense-object, every sense-consciousness, every sense-im-
pingement and the consequent pleasant, unpleasant or neutral sensations 
as impermanent. In the Brst sutta of the Avijj"vagga, the Avijj"pah"nasutta, 
this practice leads to the abandoning of ignorance.PP In the following sut-
tas, the same process leads to the letting go of fetters (sa&yojanas), poisons 
("savas) and latent tendencies (anusayas).PV 

As pah"na seems to be an eNect of the contemplative process, nekk-
hamma apparently describes a part or even a prerequisite of that process. In 
the Dantabh%misutta, as we have said, nekkhamma, opposing the power of 
attachment, is the second factor of the process of liberation. Nekkhamma is 
accompanied by sa&vara, that is the resistance to the power of attachment, 
the ability not to obey attachment’s orders. Cis control results in ethics 
(s*la), in guarding the sense-doors (indriyesu guttadv"ra) and in modera-
tion in eating (bhojane mattaññu). Only aber establishing and reinforcing 
these qualities it is possible to cultivate the foundations of mindfulness, i.e. 
the four satipa((h"nas.

Combined with control (sa&vara), renunciation is an antidote to reac-
tivity, creating a space that allows one to observe and eventually defuse 
the conditioning process (pa(iccasamupp"da), i.e. the complex, automatic 
reactions deeply rooted in the mind. Sensorial gratiBcation (k"ma) seems 
to inhibit that observation, triggering a relationship with sense-objects 
that is based on dependence. Contemplation and consequent liberation 

+,. S #.7.- (PTS #..60-.0,).
+.. A ".3/7 (PTS ".77).
++. Cakkhu& (sota& […] gh"na& […] jivha& […] k"ya& […] mana& […] kho 

bhikkhu aniccato j"nato passato avijj" pah*yati vijj" uppajjati. R%pe aniccato j"nato passato 
avijj" pah*yati vijj" uppajjati. Cakkhuviññ"'a& […] cakkhusamphassa& […] yampida& 
cakkhusamphassapaccay" uppajjati vedayita& sukha& v" dukkha& v" adukkhamasukha& 
v" tampi aniccato j"nato passato avijj" pah*yati vijj" uppajjati (S "#.38, PTS "#.8.).

+8. S "#.37-30 (PTS "#.8.-8+).
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also result from the application of the dyad nekkhamma-sa&vara to the 
‘k"ma-companions’, i.e. by"p"da and vihi&sa, as they are two forms of 
aversive reactivity to unpleasant sense-objects. Cerefore, teachings on 
renunciation should indicate a suggestion to question the commands of 
the deBlements. In other words, a suggestion to contemplate experience the 
way it is (yath"bh%ta& paj"n"ti) instead of blindly believing in the apparent 
ultimate happiness promised by the sense-world.

Ce attitude of renunciation is also suggested in a key-formula of the 
satipa((h"nas: “He contemplates the body in the body […] feelings in feel-
ings […] the mind in the mind […] the dhammas in the dhammas […] ardent, 
fully aware and mindful, having abandoned craving and grief for the world” 
([…] k"ye k"yânupass* […] vedan"su vedanânupass* […] citte cittânupass* 
[…] dhammesu dhammânupass* viharati "t"p* sampaj"no satim", vineyya 
loke abhijjh"-domanassa& […]).PW Cis emphasizes the role of renuncia-
tion in the very act of contemplating (-anupassin) and points to the two 
actual objects of renunciation: the relation of craving (abhijjha) and griev-
ing (domanassa) with the sense-world (loka). Furthermore, every single 
satipa((h"na must be practised through the letting go of the whole web 
of thoughts connected with sense-gratiBcation (k"ma), as indicated in the 
formula “but do not think any thought tied with sense-gratiBcation” (m" ca 
k"m%pasa&hita& vitakka& vitakkesi).P[ It would not be too much to afrm 
that the compound abhijjh"-domanassa is an eloquent synonym of the triad 
k"ma-by"p"da-vihi&sa.

Anyway, it is quite reductionist to consider nekkhamma as merely a 
prerequisite of the contemplative practice. Cis term, in fact, is used in 
the Sa+"yatanavibha)ga (M .8/) to describe a higher level of equanimity 
(nekkhammasit" upekkh"), in opposition to the lower level, represented by 
ordinary equanimity (gehasit" upekkh").P\ Ordinary equanimity is “equa-
nimity based on the household life” (Ñ9hamoli, Bodhi .003, .,-0) and it is 
unable to transcend sense-experience. On the contrary, equanimity based 
on renunciation is beyond sense-experience. Cat means that nekkhamma 
makes all the diNerence even in the case of an important fruit of con-
templative life. Moreover, the compound nekkhamm"dhimutta (A #".33, 
PTS """.8/-) conBrms the direct connection between letting go and lib-
eration, just as the compound saddh"vimutta, the formula “ime dhamme 

+7. See for instance the Mah"satipa((h"nasutta (D ++, D "".8/+N.; PTS "".+0,N.).
+3. M """.++, (PTS """..8-).
+-. M """.8,--0 (PTS """.+./-++,). See also S "#.+/, (PTS "#.+8.-+8+).
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eva& saddahati adhimuccati” and its comment “saddh"dhimokkha& 
pa(ilabhati”, mentioned above, describe the relationship between faith 
and liberation.

i)<%:;< "T=A"*&%">?$ >@ j"$'>T  
j"%: @&"%: &?' <;?)?*"&%">? 

As saddh" and nekkhamma are the beginning of the path in many suttas, so 
in the exposition of the Noble Eightfold Path they are respectively connect-
ed to the Brst two elements, samm"di((hi (right view) and samm"sa)kappa 
(right intention). Cese two elements constitute the factors of paññ" in the 
Noble Eightfold Path.

Right view is an initial understanding of suNering and its causes.P] 
Similarly, saddh" is the same understanding joined with a conBdence in 
the path transcending suNering. Rupert Gethin notes: 

As the positive sequence of dependent arising begins with faith (4raddh"/
saddh"), so the sequence of the eightfold path begins with right view 
(samyag-d52ti/samm"-di((hi). Without some initial trust in the fact that 
there is a way out of suNering, without some seed of understanding of the 
nature of suNering and its cessation, we would never begin to look for the 
path and we would have no hope of Bnding it (Gethin .006, .--). 

According to Payutto, in the relationship between faith and wisdom lies the 
map of the whole Buddhist soteriology: 

Ce course of training begins with some form of belief, which Buddhism 
calls faith or conBdence (saddh"). Cis conBdence may be based on 
beliefs established due to an initial satisfaction with the teachings, per-
haps based on their reasonable nature, or being satisBed that the teacher 
meets the student’s needs. From here on, there is an increased acceptance 
of the teachings, and so education progresses to the point that a person 
sees the true logic of the teachings, which is oben called proper under-

+/. See for instance the Samm"di((hisutta of Majjhima Nik9ya (M 0, ".60-.,7, PTS 
".7--33) and Adguttara Nik9ya (A "#./+, PTS ""./--//). Ce synthetic exposition of the 
Eightfold Path in the Mah"satipa((h"nasutta clearly describes samm"di((hi as intuitive 
understanding of the Four Noble Truths and samm"sa)kappa as the intention of letting go, 
of not dwelling in aversion and in harming (D "".7,+, PTS "".8..-8.+).
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standing. When this understanding increases and gradually becomes 
clearer — through actual practice and by comparing the teachings with 
actual experience — knowledge and insight become more certain. At this 
point, we can say that wisdom has reached the level of proper knowledge 
or insight (samm"ñ"'a), a level beyond mere faith and beyond mere rea-
son or logic (di((hi). Cis is the end of the road, the attainment of mean-
ing — that is, the freedom of Bnal liberation that is called samm"vimutti 
(Payutto .003, .00).

Ce analogy of saddh" with paññ" or vijj" proves again saddh" as a real 
instrument of understanding rather than a mere ideological creed.P^ In the 
same way, it shows that wisdom is not only an intellective faculty, but it is 
indeed an intuitive, we could even say devotional attraction toward libera-
tion (vimutti).

Just as right view is an intuition of the path leading to freedom, so right 
intention is the willingness to follow the path. Cis intention is expressed 
by three compounds: nekkhammasa)kappa, the intention of letting go, 
aby"p"dasa)kappa, the intention of not dwelling in aversion, correspond-
ing to loving kindness (mett"), and avihi&sasa)kappa, the intention of not 
harming.P` On the opposite, micch"sa)kappa means dwelling intention-
ally in sense pleasures (k"masa)kappa), in aversion (by"p"dasa)kappa) 
and in harming (vihi&sasa)kappa). Ce presence of nekkhamma together 
with aby"p"da clearly deBnes nekkhamma as completely devoid of aversion. 
From that, we can draw a conclusion that any possible negative connotation 
is denied by a negative term, namely aby"p"da. Ce texts seem to consider 
renunciation very diNerent from ‘rejection’, since rejection is absolutely 
incompatible with non-aversion. It reminds us of the episode told in the 
Asubhasutta, where the Buddha leb for a solitary retreat and, on his return, 
found many monks had committed suicide aber practising the ‘cultivation 
of impurity’ (asubhabh"van"), a speciBc tool to understand impermanence 
(anicca) and develop detachment (vir"ga).Va Ce so-called negative atti-
tudes taught by the Buddha, such as nekkhamma and asubha, can be easily 
misinterpreted, and this risk is stressed in the Suttas. Cat is one of the 
reasons we have to examine the texts always keeping in mind the general 
contexts and the structures of formulas. In a similar way, when we read 

+6. Cf. Gethin (+,,., .,--..-) and Giustarini (+,,3, +-3-+-6).
+0. Cf. for instance the Mah"catt"rikasutta (M ../; M """..8/; PTS """./8).
8,. S #.063 (PTS #.8+,-8++). See Hamilton (.00-, .6.-.6+).
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in the Dantabh"misutta that the prince Aggivessana does not understand 
the teachings because his mind is obscured by k"ma, we should interpret 
k"ma as a reference to all three ‘negative attitudes’, i.e. k"ma, by"p"da and 
vihi&sa.

In the Dukkhasutta (A #"./3, PTS """.7+0), the three modes of samm"sa)-
kappa are said to promote a state of happiness (sukha& viharati), and that 
reasserts the cause-eNect relationship between renunciation and joy. Cere 
is another interesting conclusion that we can draw from the dynamics of 
nekkhamma, aby"p"da and avihi&sa: the fact that these three qualities are 
to be cultivated (bh"vetabba), whilst k"ma, by"p"da and vihi&sa are to be 
abandoned, delineates a process that is not only based on, but it is accompa-
nied by nekkhamma in all its stages.VO In other words, rather than a single, 
deBnitive act of renunciation, nekkhamma seems to be a practice, a training 
in the art of releasing the heart-mind (citta). In the case just observed, cul-
tivation (bh"van") and puriBcation (visuddhi) are exactly the same process 
where negative terms (nekkhamma) and positive ones (bh"vetabba) con-
verge. Cere is no real paradox in the combination of a negative lexicon with 
an assertive lexicon. On the contrary, they can balance each other.

*
As we have seen, the Brst two elements of the Noble Eightfold Path are tradi-
tionally ascribed to the area of wisdom (paññ"). Ce analogy between this 
dyad of the path and the dyad consisting in saddh" and nekkhamma seems 
to indicate the latter as a sort of compass on the path to freedom. Cerefore, 
saddh" and nekkhamma are together one form of intelligence that discerns 
between what is wholesome, useful (kusala) and what is harmful, danger-
ous (akusala). In the Dantabh%misutta the fact that saddh" arises through 
listening to the Buddhist teachings suggests that it is an intrinsic quality 
of the mind, a potential virtue that was previously dormant and then be-
comes awakened by the Buddha’s teachings. Applying this suggestion to 
the concept of luminous mind (pabhassaracitta) mentioned in Adguttara 
Nik9ya, we can assume that saddh" is a ray of pabhassaracitta, that symbol-
izes the full development of paññ".VP

8.. Cf. A #"..,0-.. (PTS """.77--77/), mentioned above. Another interesting example 
is found in the La(ukikopamasutta, where the joy derived from renunciation (nekkhamma-
sukha) has to be practised, cultivated, frequently exercised ("sevitabba&, bh"vetabba&, 
bahul*k"tabba&, M --, ""..3-, PTS ".737).

8+. A ".70-3+ (PTS "..,), A """..,+ (".+38-+3-), A #.+8 (PTS """..--.0). Cf. Harvey (.003, 
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It is important to notice that not only nekkhamma arises out of wisdom, 
of the capacity to see the way things are, but also that real wisdom is possible 
only in renunciation. In fact, the clearest evidence of the close relationship 
between wisdom and renunciation is perhaps to be found in the following 
formula that occurs only in the Dantabh%misutta: “[…] what is to be known 
through renunciation, to be seen through renunciation, to be experienced 
through renunciation, to be realized through renunciation […]” ([…] ya& 
ta& nekkhammena ñ"tabba&, nekkhammena da((habba&, nekkhammena 
pattabba&, nekkhammena sacchik"tabba& […]).VV Another interesting exam-
ple of the cooperation between saddh", nekkhamma and paññ" is explicitly 
stated in the list of the Bve faculties (indriyas): faith (saddh"), energy (viriya), 
mindfulness (sati), recollection (sam"dhi) and wisdom (paññ"). Ce second 
element, viriya, includes ‘positive’ eNort and ‘negative’ eNort, i.e. abandoning 
(pah"na): the change of perspective promoted by saddh" involves that the 
energy previously invested in grasping is now directed to a wholesome letting 
go. In the same way, the energy previously invested in indulging in the Beld of 
the six senses is now directed to contemplation. In fact, the next two indriyas 
are sati and sam"dhi. With sam"dhi, energy is not dissipated anymore, and 
such recollection allows the release of wisdom (paññ"). If we look attentively 
at the Bve indriyas, we can see that they are consubstantial. Each faculty can 
not really exist and efciently operate without the other four. At the begin-
ning, we have ‘wise’ faith and ‘wise’ eNort. At the end, we have that wisdom 
where faith, energy, mindfulness and recollection converge. Cis is implicitly 
stated in the Pubbako((hakasutta of the Indriyasa&yutta, where each indriya 
is said to lead to the deathless, i.e. to liberation.VW It would not be possible if 
they were merely the separate steps of a gradual process: on the contrary, they 
have in some way to share the same qualities.

.---./0); .060, 08-.,,.
88. M .+3 (M """.+.7-+./; PTS """..+0-.8.).
87. “Ce faculty of faith […] the faculty of energy […] the faculty of mindfulness […] 

the faculty of recollection […] the faculty of wisdom, cultivated and pursued, leads to the 
deathless, has deathless as its goal and accomplishment” (saddhindriya& […] viriyindriya& 
[…] satindriya& […] sam"dhindriya& […] paññindriya& bh"vita& bahul*kata& 
amatogadha& hoti amatapar"yana& amatapariyos"na&, S #.3.7, PTS #.++,-+++). As men-
tioned above, this sutta is also a clear example of a critical approach to dogmatic beliefs. 
Here Sariputta afrms that for him the efcacy of indriyas is not based merely on belief, 
not even belief in the Buddha, but it is fully realized through wisdom (paññ"). Ce Buddha 
praises Sariputta for this statement.
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*
Faith and renunciation are indeed two manifestations of wisdom. Faith is 
an insight into the truth, a capacity to see the way things are (yath"bh%ta&) 
and renunciation is the natural consequence of this insight. Cat means 
that, because of understanding suNering and its roots, there is a spontane-
ous willingness to let go of these causes. In a way, faith is the inner side of 
wisdom, and nekkhamma is the apparent side of it. Of course, this con-
sideration would not be possible if we overlook the understanding that in 
Early Buddhism wisdom is not merely an analytical approach to reality, but 
is rather a contemplative, intuitive, liberating process. Cis is a Muid, dy-
namic process, it does not happen once and for all. Saddh", faith, expresses 
clearly its dynamics, the inner shib from suNering to the end of suNering. 
Without an initial clear understanding of dukkha and of the four Noble 
Truths, faith would be only a blind belief, a purposeless wandering in the 
realm of suNering.

In a sense, everyone has faith, i.e. everyone looks for happiness, everyone 
is on a path. But without wisdom, without a contemplative approach, this 
path, this quest, cannot transcend pain, sorrow and despair. On the con-
trary, wisdom (paññ") sheds a light (saddh") on the plain but crucial map of 
the four Noble Truths. Saddh", in turn, encourages mindfulness and inves-
tigation (sati-sampajañña), which are the operative instruments of paññ". It 
is a virtuous circle, the wheel of the Dhamma. In the Mah"parinibb"nasutta 
of the Dkgha Nik9ya, the Buddha synthetically expounds, as a Bnal teach-
ing, the path of faith and mindfulness: he suggests to take refuge in the 
Dhamma (faith) by practicing the four satipa((h"nas (mindfulness).V[ Here, 
again, we can draw the conclusion that the actual object of faith, which is 
contemplative, intuitive wisdom, reveals the actual object of renunciation, 
i.e. the resistance to cultivate mindfulness and wisdom. Saddh", faith, seems 
to be the deliberate choice to adopt a contemplative attitude regarding the 
phenomenal world and nekkhamma, consequently, is a wise surrendering 
to this attitude.

83. D .- (D ""..-3, PTS ""..,,-.,.).
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