




[image: image]






IN THIS VERY LIFE




CONTENTS


Foreword by Joseph Goldstein


Acknowledgments


To the Reader


Technical Note


1.   BASIC MORALITY & MEDITATION INSTRUCTIONS


A Basic Sense of Humanity


Meditation Instructions


Walking Meditation


The Interview


2.   CUTTING THROUGH TO ULTIMATE REALITY


One: Attention to Impermanence


Two: Care and Respect


Three: Unbroken Continuity


Four: Supportive Conditions


Five: Reapplying Helpful Conditions from the Past


Six: Cultivating the Factors That Lead to Enlightenment


Seven: Courageous Effort


Eight: Patience and Perseverance


Nine: Unwavering Commitment


3.   THE TEN ARMIES OF MĀRA


First Army: Sense Pleasure


Second Army: Dissatisfaction


Third Army: Hunger and Thirst


Fourth Army: Craving


Fifth Army: Sloth and Torpor


Sixth Army: Fear


Seventh Army: Doubt


Eighth Army: Conceit and Ingratitude


Ninth Army: Gain, Praise, Honor, Undeserved Fame


Tenth Army: Self-Exaltation and Disparaging Others


4.   THE SEVEN FACTORS OF ENLIGHTENMENT


Becoming a Noble One


Mindfulness: The First Factor


Investigation: The Second Factor


Courageous Effort: The Third Factor


Rapture: The Fourth Factor


Tranquility: The Fifth Factor


Concentration: The Sixth Factor


Equanimity: The Seventh Factor


The Factors of Enlightenment Developed: Healing into the Deathless


5.   THE VIPASSANĀ JHĀNAS


Softening the Rigid Mind


Blowing Out Suffering


Hindrances and Antidotes


Comprehending the Nature of This World


Reaching the Higher Vipassanā Jhānas


On Nibbāna


6.   CHARIOT TO NIBBĀNA


Appendices


Seven Factors of Enlightenment


Hindrances & Antidotes


The Progress of Insight


Numerical Lists


Glossary


Index




FOREWORD


I first met Sayadaw U Pandita in the spring of 1984, when he came to teach a three-month meditation course at the Insight Meditation Society in Barre, Massachusetts. We awaited his arrival with great anticipation, having heard of his remarkable presence and unique teaching skills. In some way, that course was a turning point in the transmission of Theravāda Buddhist practice in the West. In ways that we could not have imagined at the time, his teaching and presence helped to open many new doors of understanding. As a skilled meditation master, he guided us through the subtleties of practice; as a renowned scholar, he brought new meaning and life to the timeless words of the Buddha; and as a great spiritual friend, he inspired us to seek the highest freedom.


Just as the Buddha came from the warrior class of ancient India, so too, Sayadaw U Pandita is a spiritual warrior of our time. He is a rare teacher, uncompromising in his belief that liberation is possible. Through his own example of heroic endeavor, Sayadaw gave life to the last exhortation of the Buddha—“practice with diligence”—and inspired a whole generation of practitioners to follow suit. Sayadaw has helped us recognize our own capacity to go beyond the limitations of the conditioned mind.


It is said that the gift of Dhamma is the highest gift. What makes it possible for us to receive it is the wisdom and compassion of those who pass it on. It is a great blessing that Sayadaw U Pandita has so openly shared with us the depth and breadth of his understanding. His teachings set a high benchmark in the continuing transmission of Buddhism in the West.


In This Very Life is a collection of talks from the first three-month retreat that Sayadaw taught at the Insight Meditation Society. He describes in detail both the practical journey of awakening and a profound theoretical model of understanding. These discourses reward a thoughtful reading, allowing the familiar aspects of the teachings to mature in our minds, and challenging us with new perspectives on some old and cherished viewpoints.


This book is a treasure-house of applied Dhamma. May it help to awaken wisdom and compassion in us all.


Joseph Goldstein


Barre, Massachusetts
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TO THE READER


It is my humble and sincere wish to help you discover for yourself the state of inner peace through the essays in this book, based on the Dhamma, or way of truth, taught by the Buddha and also following the tradition of the late Venerable Mahāsī Sayadaw of Rangoon, Burma. I am trying my best, as far as my wisdom can take me, to provide this service to you.


The publication of these essays helps fulfill five beneficial purposes. First, it may give you access to new aspects of the Dhamma that you might not have heard before. Second, if you have already heard about these subjects, you may be able to consolidate your knowledge of the Dhamma. Third, if you have doubts, these essays may help you to clear them. Fourth, if you have certain pet views and preconceptions that are incorrect, you may be relieved of them by proper and respectful attention to the Dhamma of the Buddha.


The last and perhaps the most fulfilling aspect is that you may be able to tally your own experiences with what is written in this book. If your practice is deep, it can be a joyous and rapturous occasion when you realize that your experiences conform to the theory.


If you do not practice meditation, perhaps these essays can inspire you to begin. Then wisdom, the most potent medicine, can bring you relief from the sufferings of your mind.


I offer you my personal best wishes and encouragement. May you reach liberation, the highest goal.


Sayadaw U Pandita




TECHNICAL NOTE


The Pāli terms in this text are meant to introduce a precision of meaning that is not possible in English. It is hoped that readers will pause and reflect in a way they might not, had the terms simply been translated.


Pāli is used this way in Burma and in most of the communities in countries where vipassanā meditation is practiced. As Pāli words are incorporated into living languages, they inevitably lose endings or suffer other minor changes. The Pāli in this text will differ slightly from academic usage. This reflects the use in Sayadaw U Pandita’s native Burma, and more important, the refined application of these terms specifically to meditation practice and understanding. For ease of readability, we have used English forms for pluralization or adjectival case.


The first use of a term in the text is italicized and subsequent uses are generally unemphasized. Definitions will be found in the glossary.




2. CUTTING THROUGH
TO ULTIMATE REALITY


Vipassanā meditation can be seen as a process of developing certain positive mental factors until they are powerful enough to dominate the state of the mind quite continuously. These factors are called “the controlling faculties,” and they are five in number: faith, effort or energy, mindfulness, concentration, and wisdom. Especially in an intensive retreat setting, proper practice develops strong and durable faith, powerful effort, deep concentration, penetrative mindfulness, and the unfolding of more and more profound insight or wisdom. This final product—intuitive wisdom, or paññā—is the force in the mind that cuts rough into the deepest truth about reality, and thus berates us from ignorance and its results: suffering, delusion, and all the forms of unhappiness.


For this development to occur, however, the appropriate causes must be present. Nine causes lead to the growth of the controlling faculties; they are listed here, and will be discussed in more detail below. The first cause is attention directed toward the impermanence of all objects of consciousness. The second is an attitude of care and respect in meditation practice. The third is maintaining an unbroken continuity of awareness. The fourth cause is an environment that supports meditation. The fifth is remembering circumstances or behaviors that have been helpful in one’s past meditation practice so that one can maintain or recreate those conditions, especially when difficulties may arise. The sixth is cultivating the qualities of mind that lead toward enlightenment. The seventh is willingness to work intensely in meditation practice. The eighth is patience and perseverance in the face of pain or other obstacles. The ninth and last cause for the development of the controlling faculties is a determination to continue practicing until one reaches the goal of liberation.


A yogi can travel far in this practice if he or she fulfills even just the first three causes for the controlling faculties to arise. That is, the yogi’s mental state will come to be characterized by faith, energy, mindfulness, concentration, and wisdom if she or he is aware of the passing away of mental and physical phenomena meticulously, respectfully, and with persistent continuity. Under these conditions, the inner hindrances to meditation will soon be removed. The controlling faculties will calm the mind and clear it of disturbances. If you are such a yogi, you will experience a tranquility you may never have felt before. You may be filled with awe. “Fantastic, it’s really true! All those teachers talk about peace and calm and now I’m really experiencing it!” Thus faith, the first of the controlling faculties, will have arisen out of your practice.


This particular kind of faith is called “preliminary verified faith.” Your own experience leads you to feel that the further promises of the Dhamma may actually be true.


With faith comes a natural inspiration, an upsurge of energy. When energy is present, effort follows. You will say to yourself, “This is just the beginning. If I work a little harder, I’ll have experiences even better than this.” A renewed effort guides the mind to hit its target of observation in each moment. Thus mindfulness consolidates and deepens.


Mindfulness has the uncanny ability to bring about concentration, one-pointedness of mind. When mindfulness penetrates into the object of observation moment by moment, the mind gains the capacity to remain stable and undistracted, content within the object. In this natural fashion, concentration becomes well established and strong. In general, the stronger one’s mindfulness, the stronger one’s concentration will be.


With faith, effort, mindfulness, and concentration, four of the five controlling faculties have been assembled. Wisdom, the fifth, needs no special introduction. If the first four factors are present, wisdom or insight unfolds of itself. One begins to see very clearly, intuitively, how mind and matter are separate entities, and begins also to understand in a very special way how mind and matter are connected by cause and effect. Upon each insight, one’s verified faith deepens.


A yogi who has seen objects arising and passing away from moment to moment feels very fulfilled. “It’s fabulous. Just moment after moment of these phenomena with no self behind them. No one at home.” This discovery brings a sense of great relief and ease of mind. Subsequent insights into impermanence, suffering, and absence of self have a particularly strong capacity to stimulate faith. They fill us with powerful conviction that the Dhamma as it has been told to us is authentic.


Vipassanā practice can be compared to sharpening a knife against a whetstone. One must hold the blade at just the right angle, not too high or too low, and apply just the right amount of pressure. Moving the knife blade consistently against the stone, one works continuously until the first edge has been developed. Then one flips the knife over to sharpen the other edge, applying the same pressure at the same angle. This image is given in the Buddhist scriptures. Precision of angle is like meticulousness in practice, and pressure and movement are like continuity of mindfulness. If meticulousness and continuity are really present in your practice, rest assured that in a short time your mind will be sharp enough to cut through to the truth about existence.


ONE: ATTENTION TO IMPERMANENCE


The first cause for development of the controlling faculties is to notice that everything that arises will also dissolve and pass away. During meditation one observes mind and matter at all the six sense doors. One should approach this process of observation with the intention to notice that everything that appears will, in turn, dissolve. As you are no doubt aware, this idea can only be confirmed by actual observation.


This attitude is a very important preparation for practice. A preliminary acceptance that things are impermanent and transitory prevents the reactions that might occur when you discover these facts—sometimes painfully—through your own experience. Without this acceptance, moreover, a student might spend considerable time with the contrary assumption, that the objects of this world might be permanent, an assumption that can block the development of insight. In the beginning you can take impermanence on faith. As practice deepens, this faith will be verified by personal experience.


TWO: CARE AND RESPECT


The second basis for strengthening the controlling faculties is an attitude of great care in pursuing the meditation practice. It is essential to treat the practice with the utmost reverence and meticulousness. To develop this attitude it may be helpful to reflect on the benefits you are likely to enjoy through practice. Properly practiced, mindfulness of body, feelings, mind, and mind objects leads to the purification of the mind, the overcoming of sorrow and lamentation, the complete destruction of physical pain and mental distress, and the attainment of nibbāna. The Buddha called it satipa[image: image]hāna meditation, meaning meditation on the four foundations of mindfulness. Truly it is priceless!


Remembering this, you may be inspired to be very careful and attentive toward the objects of awareness that arise at the six sense doors. On a meditation retreat, you should also try to slow down your movements as much as possible, appreciating the fact that your mindfulness is at an infant stage. Slowing down gives mindfulness the chance to keep pace with the movements of the body, noting each one in detail.


The scriptures illustrate this quality of care and meticulousness with the image of a person crossing a river on a very narrow footbridge. There is no railing, and swift water runs below. Obviously, this person cannot skip and run across the bridge. He or she must go step by step, with care.


A meditator can also be compared to a person carrying a bowl brimful of oil. You can imagine the degree of care that is required not to spill it. This same degree of mindfulness should be present in your practice.


This second example was given by the Buddha himself. It seems there was a group of monks residing in a forest, ostensibly practicing meditation. They were sloppy, though. At the end of a sitting, they would leap up suddenly and unmindfully. Walking from place to place, they were careless; they looked at the birds in the trees and the clouds in the sky, not restraining their minds at all. Naturally they made no progress in practice.


When the Buddha came to know of this, his investigation showed that the fault lay in the monks’ lack of respect and reverence for the Dhamma, for the teaching, and for meditation. The Buddha then approached the monks and spoke to them about the image of carrying a bowl of oil. Inspired by his sutta, or discourse, the monks resolved thereafter to be meticulous and careful in all that they did. As a result they were enlightened in a short time.


You can verify this result in your own experience on a retreat. Slowing down, moving with great care, you will be able to apply a quality of reverence in noting your experience. The slower you move, the faster you will progress in your meditation.


Of course, in this world one must adapt to the prevailing circumstances. Some situations require speed. If you cruise the highway at a snail’s pace, you might end up dead or in jail. At a hospital, in contrast, patients must be treated with great gentleness and allowed to move slowly. If doctors and nurses hurry them along so that the hospital’s work can be finished more efficiently, the patients will suffer and perhaps end up on a mortuary slab.


Yogis must comprehend their situation, wherever they are, and adapt to it. On retreat, or in any other situation, it is good to be considerate and to move at a normal speed if others are waiting behind you. However, you must also understand that one’s primary goal is to develop mindfulness, and so when you are alone it is appropriate to revert to creeping about. You can eat slowly, you can wash your face, brush your teeth, and bathe with great mindfulness—as long as no one is waiting in line for the shower or tub.


THREE: UNBROKEN CONTINUITY


Persevering continuity of mindfulness is the third essential factor in developing the controlling faculties. One should try to be with the moment as much as possible, moment after moment, without any breaks in between. In this way mindfulness can be established, and its momentum can increase. Defending our mindfulness prevents the kilesas, the harmful and painful qualities of greed, hatred, and delusion, from infiltrating and carrying us off into oblivion. It is a fact of life that the kilesas cannot arise in the presence of strong mindfulness. When the mind is free of kilesas, it becomes unburdened, light and happy.


Do whatever is necessary to maintain continuity. Do one action at a time. When you change postures, break down the movement into single units and note each unit with the utmost care. When you arise from sitting, note the intention to open the eyelids, and then the sensations that occur when the lids begin to move. Note lifting the hand from the knee, shifting the leg, and so on. Throughout the day, be fully aware of even the tiniest actions—not just sitting, standing, walking, and lying, but also closing your eyes, turning your head, turning doorknobs, and so forth.


Apart from the hours of sleeping, yogis on retreat should be continuously mindful. Continuity should be so strong, in fact, that there is no time at all for reflection, no hesitation, no thinking, no reasoning, no comparing of one’s experiences with the things one has read about meditation—just time enough to apply this bare awareness.


The scriptures compare practicing the Dhamma to starting a fire. In the days before the invention of matches or magnifying glasses, fire had to be started by the primitive means of friction. People used an instrument like a bow, held horizontally. In its looped string they entwined a vertical stick whose point was inserted into a slight depression in a board, which was in turn filled with shavings or leaves. As people moved the bow back and forth, the stick’s point twirled, eventually igniting the leaves or shavings. Another method was simply to roll that same stick between the palms of the hands. In either case, people rubbed and rubbed until sufficient friction accumulated to ignite the shavings. Imagine what would happen if they rubbed for ten seconds and then rested for five seconds to think about it. Do you think a fire would start? In just this way, a continuous effort is necessary to start the fire of wisdom.


Have you ever studied the behavior of a chameleon? The scriptures use this lizard to illustrate discontinuous practice. Chameleons approach their goals in an interesting way. Catching sight of a delicious fly or a potential mate, a chameleon rushes suddenly forward, but does not arrive all at once. It scurries a short distance, then stops and gazes at the sky, tilting its head this way and that. Then it rushes ahead a bit more and stops again to gaze. It never reaches its destination in the first rush.
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“Vital teachings from
one of the greatest living
meditation masters.”

—DANIEL GOLEMAN, author of Emotional Intelligence
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