<Vision and Transformation>

Skilfulness
Buddhist practice can be seen as an attempt to live life skilfully (Pali & Sanskrit: kusala). The Buddha used a lot of metaphors from crafts and music to illustrate how to learn the path.

‘An important element in [learning a skill] is attention. Anyone who has mastered a skill will realize that the process of attaining mastery requires attention to three things: (1) to pre-existing conditions, (2) to what one is doing in relation to those conditions, and (3) to the results that come from one's actions. This threefold focus enables one to monitor one's actions and adjust them accordingly.’
Thanissaro: Wings to Awakening p22

The Noble Eightfold Path consists of Right Understanding, Right Intention, Right Speech, Right Action, Right Livelihood, Right Effort, Right Awareness and Right Meditation. These can be seen as ‘chapter headings’ on what we need to master in order to be skilful.

Right Understanding
The first limb of the path is Right Understanding (P: sammā-diṭṭhi, Skt: samyag-dṛṣṭi). The word diṭṭhi comes from a word meaning ‘seeing’, so it could also be translated as ‘vision’.
While formulations such as the three marks (of conditioned existence) and the four noble truths count as right understanding, they should not become dogma.
Right understanding is necessary because false beliefs lead to unskilful actions, not because it is virtuous to hold any belief in and of itself.
The eightfold path can be divided up in various ways. One division is to take the first limb, right understanding, as the Path of Vision (Skt: darṣana-mārga) and all the others as the Path of Transformation (bhāvāna-mārga). This is because the intellect is only a small part of the psyche, so intellectual understanding does not in itself transform us. We need other methods in order to transform the more basic, habit-based parts of our mind.
Modern psychology is starting to make a similar distinction. Jonathan Haidt compares the intellect and the habitual mind to a rider and an elephant. The rider may think he is in charge but he is puny compared to the elephant.

In Buddhism the idea is not to identify or side with either the rider or the elephant. They are both aspects of our mind and they both need to be enlightened. They just have to be approached in different ways.

We have to be aware of the process of rationalisation. This is when the rational mind makes up justifications for the actions of the habitual mind. Clever people are usually better at rationalisation. The cure for rationalisation is not more thinking but better awareness of our (usually) unconscious minds.
Right Intention
Skt: samyak saṁkalpa, P: sammā saṅkappa.
‘And what is right resolve? Being resolved on renunciation, on freedom from ill-will, on non-violence: This is called right resolve.’

From Sutta Nipata 45:8

The positive counterparts of these are generosity (dāna), goodwill (P: mettā, Skt: maitrī) and compassion (karuṇā).

Sangharakshita emphasises the importance of engaging the emotions in right intention (he translates it as ‘Perfect Emotion’). A purely intellectual intention will not motivate us to practice. Thus right intention is the bridge between the path of vision and the path of transformation.
Things that help engage our emotions with our practice include: rituals; friendship with other people who are on a similar path; contemplation of the life of the Buddha or other skilful people; and an awareness and appreciation of our own virtues and progress. Rituals used in this way are skilful, but attachment to ritual is considered one of the ‘ten fetters’.
The eightfold path is sometimes pictured as a wheel with eight spokes. Like a wheel, it turns. Understanding leads into practice. Transformation of our practice leads into improved understanding.

Further reading
Vision and Transformation by Sangharakshita, Windhorse
Wings to Awakening by Thanissaro, Dhamma Dana Publications
The Happiness Hypothesis by Jonathan Haidt, Basic Books
Strangers to Ourselves: Discovering the Adaptive Unconscious by Timothy Wilson, Harvard University Press
Discussion points
Do you have any experience of learning a skill? Can you apply it to your Buddhist practice?

Do you feel emotionally engaged with your practice?
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