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What Does It Mean To Be Enlightened?
By Venerable Bhikkhu Bodhi

In a conversation with an aged brahmin, the Buddha once explained concisely what is meant by a Buddha,
an enlightened one: 

“What has to be known, that I have known;
What has to be abandoned, that I have abandoned;
What has to be developed, that I have developed;
Therefore, O brahmin, I am a Buddha.”

These are not only three characteristics of a Buddha; they are also the three objectives we aim at in following the
Buddha’s teaching. We follow the Dhamma to fully know what should be known; to abandon what should be aban-
doned; and to develop what should be developed. These are the goals of the Buddhist path and the three accomplish-
ments that mark the attainment of enlightenment.

What does it mean to say that our task is “to know that which should be known”? What we have to know, what
we have to understand, is that which is closest to ourselves, what we usually refer to as our self. What we usually refer
to as our self is this complex of body and mind. For most of us, from the time we are born right up to the time of our

death, our minds are oriented outwardly, engaged in a tireless
quest for pleasure and sensual gratification, for the enhancement
of our self, for the confirmation of our sense of ego-identity. Very
few people stop and turn around to consider the question, “What
is it that I call my self? What is it that I refer to as my self?” And
yet, if you reflect for just a moment, you will see that this is the
most important question we can ask. 

So our task in following the Buddha’s teaching is to investi-
gate, to examine, that which we refer to as “I,” as “my self,” as “what I am.” We usually take these terms to refer to
some kind of persisting entity, an ego, a substantial self possessing a real identity, but what the Buddha asks us to do
is to see what we find when we look for the referents of the terms, “I,” “me,” and “my self.” When we look, when we
investigate, what we find are just components of bodily and mental experience, which the Buddha has classified into
five aggregates: physical form, feeling, perception, volitional formations, and consciousness. These are called the “five
aggregates of clinging” because they are the things that we ordinarily cling to as, “This is mine, this is what I am, this
is my true self.” Our task in following the Buddha’s teaching is to understand the true nature of these five aggregates.
We thereby come to know that which constitutes our identity. From birth, through adulthood, through old age, to death
— this whole process of life is just a procession of the five aggregates.

The second project the Buddha’s teaching sets for us is “to abandon that which should be abandoned.” What should
be abandoned are the defilements. The Buddha uses the word kilesas as an umbrella term that includes all the mental
states that cause suffering and unhappiness in our lives. The unwholesome mental states are called kilesas. The word
can be translated afflictions because they bring suffering. It can also be translated defilements because they defile and
corrupt the mind. The Buddha has analyzed the nature of the defilements and has beautifully explained how they can
all be traced to the three “root defilements” of greed, hatred, and delusion. Our task in following the Buddha’s teach-
ing, in practicing the Dhamma, is to overcome, to eliminate, to abandon the defilements of greed and hatred that give
rise to many other branch defilements. But greed and hatred spring ultimately from delusion or ignorance. And thus
to eliminate all the defilements, we have to eliminate ignorance. 

Ignorance is what covers up the five aggregates, that which should be known. Thus the way to overcome igno-
rance is through the first task — “knowing that which should be known.” When we know that which should be known,
ignorance falls away — and then greed, hatred, and all the other defilements fall away. It isn’t possible, however, to
accomplish this merely by having the desire to do so. We can’t expect simply to think, “I want to know that which
should be known,” and immediately it is known. That’s why the whole practice of Buddhism is a process of walking
a path. The great gift that the Buddha offers the world is not simply a profound philosophy, not simply a very pene-
trating psychology, but a practical, systematic, step-by-step path that we can cultivate in sequence.

(continued on page 2)
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Enlightened (continued from page 1)

To cultivate the path means to “develop that which should be developed.” That is the third project the Buddha
speaks of in his four-line verse: “That which should be developed, that I have developed.” So what the Buddha has
developed is what we have to develop. The path is structured in such a way that it proceeds not suddenly, not abrupt-
ly, but in a gradual step-by-step manner to help us climb the ladder to the ultimate freedom of enlightenment. One
has to begin by keeping the coarser expression of the defilements under control. One does this by observing the pre-
cepts, the Five Precepts or the Eight Precepts. These control the coarser expressions of the defilements, the way the
defilements break out or erupt in the form of unwholesome actions.

We next have to cultivate concentration. When we try to collect the mind, we gain insight into the workings of
our own minds. By understanding the workings of our own minds, we’re gradually changing the shape of the mind.
First, we are beginning to scrape away the soil in which the unwholesome roots have been lodged. The process isn’t
a quick or easy one, but requires gradual, persistent, and dedicated effort. As one practices consistently, the mind will
eventually settle into firm concentration. It acquires the skills needed to remain consistently settled upon an object,
without wavering, and this provides the opportunity for wisdom to arise. 

Wisdom is the third quality that needs to be developed. Wisdom comes through examination, through investiga-
tion. When one has developed a strongly concentrated mind, one uses that mind to investigate the five aggregates. As
one investigates, one directly sees into their real nature, into “the true characteristics of phenomena.” Generally, one
first sees the arising and falling away of the five aggregates. That is, one sees their impermanence. One sees that
because they’re impermanent, they’re unsatisfactory. There’s nothing worth clinging to in them. And because they’re
impermanent and unsatisfactory, one cannot identify with any of them as a truly existing self. This is the empty or
self-less nature of the five aggregates. This marks the arising of true insight wisdom. 

With insight-wisdom, one cuts deeper and deeper into the root of ignorance until one comes to fully under-
stand the nature of the five aggregates. When one does so, one can then say that one has “known that which
should be known.” And by fully knowing that which should be known, the defilements “that should be abandoned
have been abandoned,” and the path “that should be developed has been developed.” One then realizes that which
should be realized, the extinction of suffering right here and now. And, in the Buddha’s own words, that is the
mark of an Enlightened One. 
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A Generous Outpouring of Support for the Tsunami Victims
The terrible tsunami that swept over large parts of south and southeast Asia on December 26, 2004 caused

unimaginable destruction and a horrific death toll. In Sri Lanka, over 30,000 people were killed and about a mil-
lion left homeless. The tsunami relief donation appeal that was sent from Bodhi Monastery originally went only
to those who are in close contact with Bodhi Monastery and Bhikkhu Bodhi. The appeal, however, expanded expo-
nentially through the engines of the internet, and within a day the letter was circulating through the mailing lists
of several other popular Buddhist centers here in America. Due to this wonderful expansion we were able to col-
lect over $160,000. The outpouring of support that was offered went far beyond our expectations and stands as
overwhelming proof of the unity of the human spirit. 

In Buddhism, giving or ‘dana’ is regarded as the foundation of all excellent qualities and is the first basis of
merit and the first of the six and ten paramitas. To give to those who have lost their homes, family members, cher-
ished possessions, and means of livelihood is to extend to them the gift of security and hope. Above all, it is to
give them an opportunity to face the world, not in the bleak mood of despair, but with new courage, in the con-
fidence that the rest of the world cares about them and has come forward to help them in the hour of their need.
The fact that people from parts of the world far removed from the scene of the catastrophe can respond so gen-
erously, and with such heartfelt expressions of concern, renews one’s confidence in the human capacity for good-
ness, care, and compassion.

We are planning to use the funds to support a proposed “Children's Village" in Sri Lanka and are in contact with
the monks of the New York Buddhist Vihara, the Sri Lankan Buddhist temple in Queens, about this project. Before
we commit our funds to this cause, however, we wish to see a prospectus about it and are presently awaiting more
information from Sri Lanka. We believe that carefully distributed aid directed towards long-term reconstruction
will be especially necessary once the flow of emergency relief aid dries up.
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NEWS BRIEFS

Upcoming Events:

Vesak Commemoration Scheduled for Saturday, May 21st
We will pay tribute to the Buddha on Vesak, the day marking his birth,
enlightenment, and passing away. There will be Dharma activities during
both the morning and afternoon. Look for more details in the next Bulletin.

Bodhi Monastery July 2005 Dharma Retreat
The week-long 2005 Dharma Retreat (Fo Fa Du Jia) will be held this summer
at Bodhi Monastery from Saturday, July 2nd, to Friday, July 8th. Please note
that the English program of the retreat will run only three full days and the
morning of the fourth day, from Saturday through Tuesday, July 2 through
5th. Those who attend the retreat for the English program are welcome to stay
on for the entire retreat and use the time for independent study and practice.
We will have online applications posted soon on both the English and
Chinese websites. Look for more details in the next Bulletin.  

Dharma News:

New Saturday Morning Study Groups Begin
While Shifu is away we will use the time on Saturdays usually allotted for
his lectures from 9:50-10:40 am to run separate study groups for English
and Chinese. 
The English study group will be based on Ven. Nyanatiloka Thera’s “The
Word of the Buddha.” This is available online at: http://www.buddhistin-
formation.com/word_of_the_buddha.htm.
The Chinese study group will be based on Master Yin-Shun’s “History of
Buddhist Thought in India.”

Bhante’s Majjhima Nikaya Class Resumes on March 8th
Returning after our winter break, we will begin the study of the
Anapanasati Sutta on Tuesday, March 8th at 7:00 pm.

Bhante to Begin Lectures on the “Metta Sutta” from the “Sutta-Nipata”
Bhante’s first talk on the “Metta Sutta” (Discourse on Loving-kindness) will be
on March 19th and he will then continue with this series on alternate Saturday
afternoons at 12:40 pm. Ven. Xin-Xing lectures on the other Saturdays. 

Bodhi Kids Program Continues
Classes are held on specified Saturdays from 9:50-11 am.
Ages 4-8 years: 3/12, 3/26, 4/16, 4/23
Ages 9-13 years: 3/12, 4/9,
For Info: Duke DeGroat 973 940 0711 or email, duke@thedukeagency.com.

Of Special Note:

Shifu Away through Early May
On March 3rd Ven. Jen-Chun accompanied by Ven. Guo-Ching will leave
for a lecture tour that will take them to Singapore, China, and Taiwan. They
will return to New Jersey on May 2nd.

Venerable Analayo to Return on April 25th
From April 25th until May 19th, Bodhi Monastery will again host a visit
from Ven. Analayo, a Buddhist monk from Germany. When Ven. Analayo
visited us last October he gave a lecture on “Pali Discourses and Their
Parallels in the Chinese Agamas," and we expect he will give another talk
on this topic when he returns.

MARCH/APRIL
DHARMA SCHEDULE
SATURDAYS: 
9:50 - 10:40 am Study Groups in  

English and Chinese 
10:50 - 11:10 pm Short Service
11:15 - 12:15 pm Lunch and cleanup
12:40 - 1:40 pm Dharma Talk by 

Ven. Bodhi, 
Ven. Xin-Xing or 
guest lecturer 

2:00 - 2:30 pm Q&A session
2:45 - 4:45 pm Pali class

FIRST SATURDAY OF EACH MONTH: 
9:50 - 10:30 am Study Groups in  

English and Chinese
10:40 - 11:10 pm Long Service

(includes circumambulation)

(The rest of the schedule follows as above.)

SUNDAYS:
9:00 - 9:30 am Beginners instruction 
(First Sunday of in meditation 
each month) 

9:30 - 10:45 am Meditation Group 
(Every Sunday) guided by resident 

monks

TUESDAYS:
7 - 8:15 pm* Sutta Study Class 

with Ven. Bodhi 
* Class resumes on March 8th.

DAILY:
4:30 - 5 pm Chanting Liturgy
5:05 - 6 pm Sitting meditation

Please make a note that there 

is now a devotional service held

on every Saturday morning.
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