
What is Enlightenment? 

 
When Siddhartha left his luxurious surroundings of his youth he followed the life of extreme asceticism for six 
years, but this did not satisfy him; he still had not escaped from the world of suffering. 
 
The middle way 

He abandoned the strict lifestyle of self-denial and ascetism, but did not return to the pampered luxury of his 
early life. Instead, he pursued the Middle Way, which is just what it sounds like; neither luxury nor poverty. He 
determined to meditate until he realized the means of escape from suffering. One day, seated beneath the 
Bodhi tree (the tree of awakening) Siddhartha became deeply absorbed in meditation, and reflected on his 
experience of life, determined to penetrate its truth. 
After 49 days and nights he finally achieved Enlightenment and became the Buddha. The Mahabodhi Temple at 
the site of Buddha's enlightenment, is now a pilgrimage site. 
 
The Teacher 
Buddha set in motion the wheel of teaching: rather than worshipping one god or gods, Buddhism centres 
around the timeless importance of the teaching, or the dharma. 
For the next 45 years of his life the Buddha taught many disciples, who became Arahants or 'noble ones', who 
had attained Enlightenment for themselves. 
 
What is Enlightenment? 
Buddhist tradition speaks of Enlightenment as comprising mainly three things.  
 
To begin with, Enlightenment is spoken of as a state of pure, clear, even radiant awareness. Some schools go 
so far as to say that in this state of awareness the subject/object duality is no longer experienced. There is no 
‘out there’, no ‘in here’. That distinction, that subject/object distinction as we usually call it, is entirely 
transcended. There is only one continuous, pure, clear awareness, extending as it were in all directions, pure 
and homogeneous. It is, moreover, an awareness of things as they really are, which is, of course, not things in 
the sense of objects, but things as transcending the duality of subject and object. Hence this pure, clear 
awareness is also spoken of as an awareness of Reality, and therefore also as a state of knowledge. This 
knowledge is not knowledge in the ordinary sense, not the knowledge that functions within the framework of the 
subject/object duality, but rather a state of direct, unmediated spiritual vision that sees all things directly, clearly, 
vividly, and truly. It is a spiritual vision, even a Transcendental vision, which is free from all delusion, all 
misconception, all wrong, crooked thinking, all vagueness, all obscurity, all mental conditioning, all prejudice. 
First of all, then, Enlightenment is this state of pure, clear awareness, this state of knowledge or vision. 
 
Secondly, Enlightenment is spoken of as a state of intense, profound, overflowing love and compassion. 
Sometimes this love is compared to the love of a mother for her only child. This comparison occurs, for 
instance, in a very famous Buddhist text called the Mettā Sutta, the ‘Discourse of Loving Kindness’. In this 
discourse the Buddha says, ‘Just as a mother protects her only son even at the cost of her own life, so should 
one develop a mind of all-embracing love towards all living beings.’ This is the sort of feeling, the sort of 
attitude, that we must cultivate. You notice that the Buddha does not just talk about all human beings, but all 
living beings: all that is sentient. This is how the Enlightened mind feels. And that love and compassion consists 
in a heartfelt desire, a deep, burning desire, for their wellbeing, for their happiness: a desire that all beings 
should be set free from suffering, from all difficulties, that they should grow and develop, and that ultimately they 
should gain Enlightenment. Love and compassion of this kind, infinite, overflowing, boundless, directed towards 
all living beings – this too is part of Enlightenment. 
 
Thirdly, Enlightenment consists in a state, or experience, of inexhaustible mental and spiritual energy. Energy is 
characteristic of the state of Enlightenment. The state of Enlightenment is one of tremendous energy, of 
absolute spontaneity, continually bubbling forth: a state of uninterrupted creativity. The state of Enlightenment is 
a state of perfect, unconditioned freedom from all subjective limitations. 
 
This, then, is how Enlightenment is usually described. But of course Enlightenment cannot really be put into 
words or separated into parts. What really happens is that knowledge passes into love and compassion, love 
and compassion into energy, energy into knowledge, and so on. We cannot really split any one aspect off from 
the others. Nonetheless, we are traditionally given this ‘tabulated’ account of Enlightenment, to convey some 
hint of the experience, to give some little idea, or feeling, of what it is like. 
If we want to have a better idea than this, then we shall have to read, perhaps, some more extended, poetic 
account, preferably one found in the Buddhist scriptures; or we shall have to take up the practice of meditation, 



and try to get at least a glimpse of the state of Enlightenment as we meditate. So when Buddhism speaks of 
Enlightenment, of Buddhahood or Nirvana, this is what it means: it means a state of supreme knowledge, love 
and compassion, and energy. 
 
Enlightenment, for a wave in the ocean, is the moment the wave realises it is water. Thich Nhat Hanh 
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