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“This book is nothing short of extraordinary. With humility, clarity, and absolute fidelity to the original teachings, Dr. Jeon shares his direct experience of advanced states of absorption, along with technical details of practice, in a manner that makes the ancient texts come alive. This book will surely inspire meditators to practice more deeply and more sincerely for years to come.”


— Christopher Germer, Harvard Medical School, author of The Mindful Path to Self-Compassion


THIS STEP-BY-STEP MEDITATOR’S GUIDE walks the reader through practices that hold the key to unlocking new levels of concentration and insight. A student of the famed Pa-Auk Monastery and a practicing psychiatrist, Hyunsoo Jeon, MD, PhD, uses these two paths to guide readers to a new understanding of themselves and the world around them.


Drawing both from Jeon’s own experience with Pa-Auk Sayadaw and from the words of the Buddha, this is an authentic and practical guide to samatha; meditation on materiality, mentality, and dependent origination; and vipassanā.


HYUNSOO JEON is a psychiatrist and a psychotherapy specialist from Seoul, South Korea. He began using Buddhist wisdom to aid him in treating his patients and, after seeing how effective this could be, detailed his experiences in a range of books, including A Psychiatrist’s Wisdom from the Buddha: Stories of Healing the Mind, A Psychiatrist’s “Guidebook for the Mind,” and Dr. Hyunsoo Jeon’s Lectures on Buddhist Psychotherapy. He opened the Hyunsoo Jeon Psychiatric Clinic in 1990.
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Foreword


The purpose of practicing meditation is to know and to see the truth. The Buddha said:




Bhikkhus, develop concentration. One who is concentrated knows and sees the four noble truths as they really are.


The Discourse on Concentration, SN 56.1





The author of this book has successfully developed concentration, and he shares his personal experience of samatha and vipassanā practice through this book. With the help of the light of concentration, he was able to see what is beyond the naked eye.


The Buddha, through the omniscient knowledge he attained by means of concentration, was able to know the existence of beings living in other realms, such as the brahma, deva, ghost, and hell beings, as well as the corresponding causes of rebirth in these realms. As a perfectly self-enlightened one, he taught about these realms when he expounded the Dhamma.


The author of the present work practiced the Dhamma as it was taught by the Buddha, so that, with the help of the light of concentration, which can illumine one to see what is beyond the naked eye, the author himself was also able to see such beings. He was able to see tree gods, hungry ghosts, heavenly beings, and hell beings. He knew for himself that these beings exist. With the help of the light of concentration, he was also able to see his various internal organs such as the heart, the liver, the spleen, and the kidneys very clearly through the practice of meditation on the thirty-two constituent parts of the body. He could see the five aggregates of clinging in the form of ultimate materiality and mentality, which is the first noble truth. He was also able to see his past lives and future lives, and understand the causes and effects of these existences. This means he was able to see and understand the second noble truth, which is the truth of dependent origination.


The Bodhisatta gained supreme enlightenment under the bodhi tree because he had penetrated the first noble truth, the second noble truth, the third noble truth, and the fourth noble truth. Anyone who wants to gain enlightenment needs to see the four noble truths.


As one who got the opportunity to practice meditation according to the way taught by the omniscient Buddha, the author could practically experience and see the teachings for himself, according to his concentration and capability. He then describes them for aspiring practitioners who would also like to see for themselves such deep and profound reality, which is beyond the naked eye.


Anyone who wishes to see things directly, as they really are, needs to develop concentration. If you have developed concentration, you too, with the help of the light of concentration, or the light of wisdom, will know and see things you have never seen before in your life. Through seeing them, you will be enlightened.


This is a book that conveys a profound message to those who would like to know and see the truths as they really are. But this book cannot serve as a stand-alone manual. Whoever would like to practice needs to find a qualified teacher to practice systematically in more detail.


As the Buddha said:




This Dhamma that I have attained is profound, hard to see and hard to understand…unattainable by mere reasoning, subtle, to be experienced by the wise…. It is hard for this generation to see this truth, namely, specific conditionality, Dependent Origination.


The Discourse on the Noble Search, MN 26.19





When the author of the present book writes about causality and causal relationships — about dependent origination — his explanation will be difficult to understand just by reasoning. As the Buddha says in the above quote, seeing the truth of dependent origination is unattainable by such methods. One can realize this truth only through direct knowledge, which can be attained with the help of the light of concentration. So if the reader encounters difficulty in understanding these parts of the book, it is only to be expected.


Without concentration, the Dhamma is hard to see and hard to understand. Unless we understand it, however, our liberation is utterly impossible. As the Buddha said to Ānanda:




This dependent origination is deep and appears deep. It is because of not understanding and not penetrating this Dhamma, Ānanda, that this generation, which delights in sensuality… like a knotted ball of thread… does not pass beyond the plane of misery, the bad destinations, the nether world, saṃsāra.


The Discourse on Causation, SN 12.60





Both you and I wander in saṃsāra because we do not know dependent origination. It is deep and profound — but it is possible for us to realize it. Those who would like to realize this truth need to see it directly. It is difficult to see, but as the Buddha said, one who is concentrated will know and will see the truths as they really are. So one who has developed concentration will know and see them, unlike one who just reads but has not developed concentration.


The Buddha does not urge anyone to come and believe but to come and see. In other words, the four noble truths are not articles of faith; they are not something we hear or read and then simply believe. They are “to be known by the wise” — that is, the wise can know and see these truths for themselves. One who develops right concentration will know and see them with absolute certainty.


May this book be a motivation for those who would like to attain enlightenment.


May this book inspire those who would like to be free from all suffering.


Sādhu! Sādhu! Sādhu!


Much mettā,


Bhikkhu Revata


Pa-Auk Meditation Centre, Singapore









A Few Words from the Translator


Any work of translation requires a delicate balance between adhering closely to the original language and making sure that the proper meanings are conveyed. This project has involved a series of exchanges between the author and translator to achieve this difficult goal.


As the translator, I would like to clarify a few decisions I have made during the process, all of which I have discussed with the author.


First, since this is a book on Buddhist meditation, many concepts have been expressed in Pāli. We have provided working English definitions whenever it was deemed necessary and offered a comprehensive glossary to aid the reader.


Secondly, there are many instances in which the words consciousness and mental factors appear in combination as “consciousness + mental factors.” This is because consciousness is counted separately when calculating the total number of things to be discerned. Therefore, when it is said that there are “thirty-four consciousness + mental factors,” it means that there is one consciousness and thirty-three mental factors, for a total of thirty-four.


Lastly, excerpts from Pāli Buddhist texts are quoted throughout the book. Whenever possible, we have used translations of the Nikāyas from Wisdom Publications’ Teachings of the Buddha series as well as Bhikkhu Bodhi’s rendition of relevant terms from A Comprehensive Manual of Abhidhamma. We have also used both Bhikkhu Ñāṇamoli’s and Pe Maung Tin’s translations of the Visuddhimagga. There may be some differences in translation of terms, as we have generally retained direct quotations. In the few cases where English translations were not available, I have translated directly from Korean while referring to the original Pāli text.


While this is certainly not the only book on Buddhist practice translated into English, nor is it the only book about samatha and vipassanā meditation in the Pa-Auk tradition, I hope that the broad scope of the work combined with the attention to detail and the personal experience of the author will provide practitioners with a new perspective on meditation.


May all beings be happy and peaceful.









Preface


This book is a detailed and comprehensive personal narrative and account of my experiences of practicing meditation in the Pa-Auk samatha and vipassanā tradition from November 2013 to September 2014. Its main contents are my experiences of samatha meditation and meditation on materiality, mentality, and dependent origination, as well as vipassanā meditation, on the basis of the practice of samatha. Based on my experiences, I put forth in detail how we can practice these meditations, as well as what samatha is and what it means.


Although these are my own experiences, I am not the only one to have experienced them. Since first beginning my practice of samatha and vipassanā in the Pa-Auk tradition around the year 2006, I have received guidance from the Burmese monks Pa-Auk Sayadaw, Sayadaw U Sīla, Sayadaw U Revata, and the Korean monk Venerable Dhammadāyāda. The latter three are all disciples of Pa-Auk Sayadaw.


Although Pa-Auk Sayadaw revived a lost tradition of meditation on his own, he did so with the help of the Nikāyas, the commentaries (aṭṭhakathā), and the subcommentaries (ṭīkā). Though he didn’t directly receive instructions from a living teacher, he received guidance from the writers of these commentaries and subcommentaries, which transcend both time and space. The commentators who helped Pa-Auk Sayadaw themselves had teachers. And so, if we continue following the line of teachers’ teachers, we eventually arrive at the Buddha. Therefore the root of the meditation that I practiced is the Buddha. I am thus connected to a pulse that flows from the Buddha and through Pa-Auk Sayadaw, Sayadaw U Sīla, Sayadaw U Revata, and Venerable Dhammadāyāda.


I experienced the first jhāna (or absorption concentration) by receiving guidance on practicing ānāpānasati (mindfulness of breathing) from Pa-Auk Sayadaw. I experienced the second, third, and fourth jhānas of ānāpānasati under the guidance of Sayadaw U Revata; with him, I also practiced meditation on the thirty-two constituent parts of the body and meditation on the white kasiṇa (literally meaning “totality,” kaṣinas are objects of varying colors and characteristics that can be expanded and that serve as focal points for meditation). I received partial guidance on kasiṇa meditation and the four elements meditation (catudhātuvavatthāna) from Venerable Dhammadāyāda. Most recently, I experienced the kasiṇas; the four immaterial jhānas (arūpajhāna); the four sublime abidings (brahmavihāra); the four protective meditations (caturārakkha bhāvanā); the four elements meditation; meditation on materiality, mentality, and dependent origination; and vipassanā meditation while receiving the guidance of Sayadaw U Sīla.


This book is organized into six chapters. In the first chapter, I present an account of undertaking the challenge of practice. It contains the process from my first encounter with Buddhism to my practice of Pa-Auk meditation. I also explain what Pa-Auk meditation is, what the heart of the practice is, and what experiences it sets as its goal. The remaining chapters are about the practice of Pa-Auk meditation. Based on my experiences, I explain thoroughly and in detail the practice of samatha, materiality, mentality, dependent origination, and vipassanā. I have also made an effort to search for the implications inherent in each practice concerning mental health and psychotherapy.


While my teacher Sayadaw U Sīla was in Seoul in the fall of 2014 giving a talk on samatha and vipassanā meditation, he requested that I speak about my experiences during his Dhamma talks. So after each of Sayadaw U Sīla’s twelve talks, I would tell people about my experiences for about forty minutes. This not only allowed me to clearly outline Pa-Auk meditation for others, but it also helped my practice. In addition, I had the opportunity to talk about my experience of meditation several times with the steering committee members of the Korean Association of Buddhism and Psychotherapy (KABP) and others, and to engage in meaningful discussion with all the participants in the association. Through these two experiences, I discovered that a detailed account of meditation experience had been helpful to people, and so I decided to publish a book to share my experiences with even more people.


The practice of samatha and vipassanā in the Pa-Auk tradition is not yet widespread in my country, and there aren’t very many people who can teach this practice. Many people who want to receive guidance are unable to do so. Therefore I have tried to write a detailed account of experiences in a way that is easy and clear, in order to help readers examine their own practice. Even so, I definitely recommend confirming your own experiences by receiving direct guidance from a teacher.


All of the contents of this book are my own experiences. I have tried to write about my experiences as plainly as possible. In the Book of Eights of the Aṅguttara Nikāya, the Buddha said:




(1) Saying that one has not seen what one has not seen; (2) saying that one has not heard what one has not heard; (3) saying that one has not sensed what one has not sensed; (4) saying that one has not cognized what one has not cognized; (5) saying that one has seen what one has actually seen; (6) saying that one has heard what one has actually heard; (7) saying that one has sensed what one has actually sensed; (8) saying that one has cognized what one has actually cognized. These are the eight noble declarations.


AN 8:68; trans. Bhikkhu Bodhi





As a disciple of the Buddha, I have tried to follow his teachings as closely as possible.


Though I have tried my best in my own way to confirm the things I am unsure about with Sayadaw U Sīla, I believe there may still be some things that are lacking or mistaken due to the limitations of my experience and knowledge. These are entirely my own limitations. If you find them, I would be grateful if you were understanding toward them.


Sayadaw U Sīla played a big role in being able to compile even these small achievements into a book. Even under difficult circumstances, Sayadaw U Sīla consistently came to Korea for several years in order to teach practitioners.


I learned and experienced much while supporting Sayadaw U Sīla by his side and receiving his teachings. In particular, through him I was able to see directly how Buddhists in Myanmar live nowadays and how they protect the Dhamma. As a practitioner myself, I have always felt that I was receiving Sayadaw U Sīla’s protection. He has helped me experience difficult practices such as meditation on materiality and mentality without difficulty. He always brought out people’s positive sides as much as possible and gave them courage. I was able to learn much about how to see the world as a Buddhist and how to protect the Dhamma while living with him and receiving his instructions. I was lucky to have been able to receive guidance from Sayadaw U Sīla.


I have received the help of many people while practicing. First of all, I am thankful to the people who provided a place for me to practice: various temples in Korea as well as in the Pa-Auk Forest Monastery in Myanmar. I would like to give my thanks to those who provide those meditation centers.


I don’t know how I can express my gratitude toward my wife, who took care of my family while I was gone for nearly a year and supported me so that I could focus on my practice. Being able to get at least this far in my practice was most certainly due to my wife’s help. I am not sure if I will be able to completely repay this debt.


This is a specialized topic and one that people may not be very interested in, and so I’d like to express my gratitude to the people who decided to publish this book. I’d particularly like to express my thanks to the editing staff, who worked hard to make this book presentable and easy to read. Among them I want to give my thanks to two people, Josh Bartok and Laura Cunningham. Josh showed kindness to me and interest in my manuscript when I first contacted Wisdom Publications. Laura is my editor who always showed her kindness to me; I felt she tried to do her best to make a good book, and she raised good and keen, revealing questions.


Finally I want to give special thanks to Sayadaw U Revata who wrote the foreword and gave invaluable suggestions and comments for my book, making up for my lackings and limitations and refining my book in the midst of his very busy schedule.


Although I can’t list everyone individually, I feel grateful and will remember the countless beings who have helped me. I wish to share my experiences with all of them. May all beings be happy and peaceful.









1. What Is Pa-Auk Meditation?


HOW DID I EMBARK ON THE ROAD OF THIS PRACTICE?


I walk on two paths: psychotherapy and Buddhism. Within the field of psychiatry, there are treatments through medicine, and treatments through dialogue and analysis; I primarily engage in the latter, psychotherapy, although I combine it with medication when needed.


I have walked the second path, Buddhism, ever since 1985, when by chance I encountered my first Buddhist teacher, the late professor Ko Ikjin. Professor Ko was a major scholar within the Buddhist community in Korea and was also a practitioner who had deep meditation experiences. At that time, I was a thirty-year-old second-year resident majoring in psychiatry. When Professor Ko heard of my major, he said, “Buddhism is a complete system for resolving suffering, and psychiatry is also a system for resolving mental suffering. If we just change the terminology of Buddhism’s system, it could become a great system of psychiatry.” This struck me close to my heart and I thought that I should study with Professor Ko if I had the chance. And so when the opportunity came, I did.


Not long after I started learning from Professor Ko, I heard a lecture on “the doctrine of kamma,” which concerns what the world is composed of and the principles by which it operates. After hearing about this I came to understand, “Ah! This is how the world works.” I felt that my eyes were opened, that I could really see the world. I gained confidence in Buddhism as truth. As I became convinced that the doctrine of kamma was the truth and that it could help both me and my mental health patients, I decided, “I need to study Buddhism and meditation for the rest of my life, for the sake of both my own life and my study of psychiatry and psychotherapy.”


At first I thought to integrate Buddhism and psychotherapy. After my eyes were opened to Buddhism through studying and practicing meditation, however, I realized that Buddhism itself was a great form of psychotherapy — that Buddhism and psychotherapy aren’t two different things. Buddhism shows us the world’s true form, including human existence, and the world’s composition and the principles it operates on. And it helps us choose the best path on the basis of that knowledge. Psychotherapy is also a profession that enables us to overcome psychological suffering or problems through self-change, after helping us know our own minds and the minds of others as they actually are. The world operates by its own principles; it doesn’t operate according to our thoughts and hopes. The thoughts and hopes we have that differ from the way the world works are the cause of our own suffering. It is for this reason that both Buddhism and psychotherapy try to know the form of things as they truly are.


Having discovered this truth, I am now setting up a system of Buddhist psychotherapy. The experiences I had by studying Buddhism and practicing meditation have helped me in my life, and I share my experiences with my patients when I am convinced that they are universal truths.


My process of studying Buddhism, practicing meditation, and practicing psychotherapy from 1985 until now can be largely divided into four stages. The first stage was the period during which I gained confidence in Buddhism while learning and understanding the doctrine of kamma from my first teacher, Ko Ikjin. At this time, I established the base for being able to study Buddhism in depth by learning Sanskrit and Pāli, the original languages of Buddhist scriptures.


The second stage was understanding the characteristics of the body and the mind by observing them moment-to-moment. During this period I came to know clearly the “three marks of existence” within Buddhist doctrine — impermanence (anicca), suffering (dukkha), and nonself (anattā). This knowledge helped me greatly in resolving my own suffering and in treating my patients.


The third stage was a period of two years starting in 2006, during which I understood clearly what Buddhism was by reading the Nikāyas: Buddhist scriptures recorded in the Pāli language that can be taken as historical accounts of the events that occurred between the Buddha and his disciples. There are five Nikāyas, but the main contents are in four of them. I read these four Nikāyas for two years in a reading group with other Buddhist scholars and practitioners. We read the Nikāyas on our own and then we met once a week to share our thoughts. While I was reading, I made it a goal to look for the following two things: First, what were the teachings of the Buddha, and among them what were the ones I had experienced and the ones I hadn’t?


Second, can Buddhism become psychotherapy? In a way I was able to satisfactorily answer both of these questions. Within the Nikāyas the Buddha thoroughly investigated whether the things he had experienced were universal truths, and he taught them to his disciples once he was convinced that they were. Then his disciples themselves also experienced what the Buddha had experienced, though there have been differences in depth. Just as an experiment in a lab is deemed successful if we get the same results when we set it up with the same principles and the same conditions, the fact that the Buddha’s disciples were able to experience the same things as the Buddha indicates that the teachings are universal truths. Thus the Nikāyas can be seen as records in which the disciples prove that the Buddha’s teachings are the truth.


At that time I had experienced many things through my practice, and thankfully many parts of the Buddha’s teachings that I had experienced and understood were in accordance with the Buddha’s teachings. Although there were many important things among the Buddha’s teachings that I had not yet experienced at that time, including the jhānas and the mechanism of saṃsāra, I became convinced through the four Nikāyas that Buddhism itself had a complete system of psychotherapy and that the Buddha and even the arahants (or perfected ones) were extraordinary psychotherapists.


The fourth stage was the period during which I practiced samatha and vipassanā meditation in the Pa-Auk tradition. I had heard that I could experience the jhānas, and see and know or understand the process and mechanism of saṃsāra by practicing in this tradition, which teaches forms of meditation used during the Buddha’s time, which Pa-Auk Sayadaw had worked throughout his entire lifetime to restore.


According to what I have heard, Pa-Auk Sayadaw was born in Myanmar, ordained as a novice Buddhist monk at the age of ten, became a fully ordained bhikkhu (monk) at the age of twenty, and one year after his higher ordination passed the dhammācariya (Dhamma teacher) examination. He began to practice forest dwelling during his tenth vassa, or rains retreat. From then, he received instructions from Burmese meditation teachers for several years. But having felt that there was something lacking in those practices, he continued to practice on his own in the forest while referring to the Nikāyas, commentaries, and subcommentaries. Pa-Auk Sayadaw was seeking to rediscover the method of meditation that the Buddha and his disciples practiced in order to attain nibbāna (the unconditioned state; complete cessation of suffering). He tried and tried again to find this method.


It is said that Pa-Auk Sayadaw laid out the Nikāyas, commentaries, and subcommentaries in his room and discovered today’s Pa-Auk meditation method by repeating the practice according to what was written. After practicing like this for thirteen years in Ah-sin Forest, Ye Township, the second abbot of the Pa-Auk centre called Pa-Auk Sayadaw to him one day and requested that he become the third abbot of the center after he died. It was in the year 1981. Pa-Auk Sayadaw consented, and a few days later the second abbot passed away. This is when he became known as Pa-Auk Sayadaw, which means “the abbot of Pa-Auk monastery.” Even after becoming the abbot of the Pa-Auk center in his late forties, Pa-Auk Sayadaw continued to practice meditation in the forest, and he started teaching this way of practice to yogis in 1983. The task of restoring the traditional meditation method continued until he was sixty-three years old, when he completed the restoration by publishing Way of Practice Leading to Nibbāna, a work of five massive volumes in Burmese.


To this day, hundreds of practitioners have been able to have the same experiences that Pa-Auk Sayadaw had by practicing this restored method of meditation. Of course, there are probably some differences in the degree of their experiences.


I have closed down my clinic twice in order to practice the Pa-Auk meditation method; the method is too intense for me to practice and treat patients at the same time. The first time was in 2009, when I received teachings from Pa-Auk Sayadaw. Extraordinary things occurred while I was practicing; as I was about to enter jhāna, my bones and spine would align themselves as if a giant being were setting my bones, and afterward I would automatically sit in a very straight and proper posture. However, I wasn’t able to maintain this state as time passed. I stopped practicing after six months, as I had decided that the depth of my experience of jhāna was not strong and that it would not be easy to enter into a deep state of jhāna. I reopened the doors to my clinic and started treating patients again, and I continued to do that and read the Khuddaka Nikāya and the Milinda Pañha for several years.


In 2013, I experimented with going to temple once a month and practicing for a week. Over the course of three months, I continuously had extraordinary experiences. During the first month, my breath decreased continuously while I observed it until it disappeared entirely, and then I felt a massive energy come up from the lower part of my belly. I felt like my body was going to go straight up and bump into the ceiling of the meditation hall. During that time I also often burst into tears. There was intense joy and delight. Although there had always been light while I observed my breath, during this time it was especially bright, and I was in a focused state. All these things in that month happened for the first time since I started practicing meditation. After this experience, the rotating energy revolved from top to bottom in my belly. The energy continues to revolve even now. After having this experience, my posture automatically became straight whenever I sat down.


During the second month of practice in 2013, a smooth and warm energy wrapped itself around my spine and descended while I was practicing sitting meditation. The month after that, there were two kinds of energy flowing while I was practicing sitting meditation. There was the energy in my belly from the first month and there was energy that formed around my nose. At first as energy formed around my nose, I was worried that it would go upward. Before long, however, the energy around my nose and the energy in my belly became one. When I breathed through my nose, it went deep into the lower part of my belly. I thought of the hypogastric breathing that I had previously only heard about. I thought, “Ah! This must be hypogastric breathing.”


For these three months, changes continued to occur in this way. I’m not exactly sure what sort of things were occurring inside of me. I have never done any qi practices, nor have I ever read any books on that subject, and to be honest I wasn’t very interested. The only thing I did before having that experience was not losing track of my natural breath and observing it moment-to-moment. Through this experience, I learned that observing the breath can bring about significant changes in the body. After this experience, sitting down wasn’t very difficult and I didn’t need to pay much attention to my posture. In some way, I felt like I had established a stepping-stone for practicing samatha, as it is necessary to be able to sit for a long time in order to practice samatha meditation.


Not long after I had these experiences, I met a fellow practitioner who had completed the Pa-Auk meditation course. After hearing about this person’s meditation experience, I came to know that the Pa-Auk meditation method follows the Nikāyas as they are. The Pa-Auk meditation method begins with the practice of samatha, after which practitioners use the strength of the jhānas to see the ultimate realities of materiality and mentality. After experiencing the twelve links of dependent origination (paṭiccasamuppāda) on that foundation, practitioners engage in vipassanā meditation, taking ultimate materiality, ultimate mentality, and dependent origination as objects. This particular practitioner said that she saw countless past lives when she practiced meditation on the twelve links of dependent origination. I asked this person, “Would I be able to experience what you did?” After her reply of “Yes,” I decided to practice meditation intensively one last time, since at that point I was approaching the age of sixty. Since I had read the Nikāyas and I was able to sit for a long time due to the proper flow of energy, I wanted to confirm the things I had not yet experienced through practice and establish a system of Buddhist psychotherapy. And so in November 2013, I again closed down my clinic and embarked solely on the path of meditation. From then until September 2014, I practiced meditation at temples in both Myanmar and Korea. This time, after having briefly received guidance from Venerable Dhammadāyāda, I received most of my instruction from Sayadaw U Sīla and experienced the jhānas, ultimate materiality, ultimate mentality, dependent origination, and vipassanā.


PA-AUK MEDITATION AND THE FOUR NOBLE TRUTHS


The samatha and vipassanā meditation in the Pa-Auk tradition focuses on truly knowing and seeing the four noble truths.


The four noble truths are the most important of the teachings of the Buddha. After the Buddha attained enlightenment, he said the following:




When my knowledge and vision, in three phases and twelve aspects, was thoroughly purified in this way regarding these Four Noble Truths, then I claimed to have awakened to the unsurpassed perfect enlightenment in this world with its devas, Māra, and Brahmā, in this generation with its ascetics and brahmins, its devas and humans.


Dhammacakkappavattana Sutta, SN 56:11; trans. Bhikkhu Bodhi





In addition, Sāriputta, one of the wisest among the Buddha’s disciples and the one who the Buddha said had turned the wheel of Dhamma in his stead, said the following on the four noble truths:




Friends, just as the footprint of any living being that walks can be placed within an elephant’s footprint, and so the elephant’s footprint is declared the chief of them because of its great size; so too, all wholesome states can be included in the Four Noble Truths. In what four? In the noble truth of suffering, in the noble truth of the origin of suffering, in the noble truth of the cessation of suffering, and in the noble truth of the way leading to the cessation of suffering.


The Greater Discourse on the Simile of the Elephant Footprint, 
MN 28; trans. Bhikkhu Bodhi





The noble truth of suffering (dukkha ariyasacca) states that beings are fundamentally in a situation in which they inevitably experience suffering. In Buddhism it is said that there are eight kinds of suffering: birth, aging, sickness, death, separating from loved ones, uniting with enemies, not getting what we desire, and lastly the five aggregates of clinging (pañcaupādānakkhandha). The latter can be the ground or reason for the former seven sufferings because the aggregates are our existence, by which any suffering can be experienced. The Dhammacakkappavattana Sutta describes the relationship between the different kinds of suffering like this:




Now this, bhikkhus, is the noble truth of suffering: birth is suffering, aging is suffering, illness is suffering, death is suffering; union with what is displeasing is suffering; separation from what is pleasing is suffering; not to get what one wants is suffering; in brief, the five aggregates subject to clinging are suffering.


Dhammacakkappavattana Sutta, SN 56:11; trans. Bhikkhu Bodhi





The five aggregates are the five factors that constitute sentient beings: material form (rūpa), feeling (vedanā), perception (saññā), mental formations (saṅkhāra), and consciousness (viññāṇa). When clinging is involved with them, they are called “the five aggregates of clinging,” and the remaining seven of the eight kinds of suffering all originate from them. In other words, we experience the remaining seven kinds of suffering because the five aggregates of clinging are present. Essentially, we are inevitably subject to suffering because we exist.


The five aggregates of clinging comprise the ultimate realities (paramattha) of materiality and mentality. Knowledge of materiality and mentality therefore becomes knowledge of the noble truth of suffering. The ultimate realities of materiality and mentality aren’t visible to the naked eye, but rather can only be seen when the eye of wisdom is formed through the cultivation of the access or absorption (jhāna) concentrations. That is why, in the Pa-Auk tradition, we first open the eye of wisdom by cultivating access or absorption concentrations through the practice of samatha and vipassanā meditation, and afterward we know and see the noble truth of suffering by seeing materiality and mentality. I will examine these in detail in chapter 3, “Meditation on Materiality,” and chapter 4, “Meditation on Mentality.”


The noble truth of origin (samudaya ariyasacca) is knowing the origin of suffering, or in other words why suffering arises. The Buddha explains the noble truth of the origin of suffering as craving:




What then monks, is the Noble Truth of the Origin of Suffering? It is that craving which gives rise to rebirth, bound up with pleasure and lust, finding fresh delight now here, now there: that is to say sensual craving, craving for existence, and the craving for non-existence.


Mahāsatipaṭṭhāna Sutta, DN 22; trans. Maurice Walshe





He also explains it as the twelve links of dependent origination:




With ignorance as condition, volitional activities [come to be]; with volitional activities as condition, consciousness; with consciousness as condition, name-and-form; with name-and-form as condition, the six sense bases; with the six sense bases as condition, contact; with contact as condition, feeling; with feeling as condition, craving; with craving as condition, clinging; with clinging as condition, existence; with existence as condition, birth; with birth as condition, old age and death, sorrow, lamentation, pain, dejection, and anguish come to be. Such is the origin of this whole mass of suffering. This is called the noble truth of the origin of suffering.


The Discourse on Sectarian Tenets, AN 3:61; trans. Bhikkhu Bodhi





Once we discern the ultimate realities of materiality and mentality by developing the eye of wisdom through the practice of concentration, and on that basis see past and future lives and discern the twelve links of dependent origination, we will clearly know the causes and effects of the five aggregates that constitute our existence. We will know that all phenomena exist through the relationship of cause and effect. We will know how the five aggregates of clinging, which are the foundation of the noble truth of suffering, come into existence. This is knowing and seeing the noble truth of origin.


The noble truth of cessation (nirodha ariyasacca) is arriving at the stage in which materiality and mentality, conditioned phenomena, have ceased. The Buddha explains the noble truth of cessation as the complete destruction of craving:




And what, bhikkhus, is the Noble Truth of the Cessation of Suffering? It is the complete fading-away and extinction of this craving, its forsaking and abandonment, liberation from it, detachment from it.


Mahāsatipaṭṭhāna Sutta, DN 22; trans. Maurice Walshe





He also talks about it in terms of the twelve links of dependent origination:




And what, monks, is the noble truth of the cessation of suffering? With the remainderless fading away and cessation of ignorance comes cessation of volitional activities; with the cessation of volitional activities, cessation of consciousness; with the cessation of consciousness, cessation of name-and-form; with the cessation of name-and-form, cessation of the six sense bases; with the cessation of the six sense bases, cessation of contact; with the cessation of contact, cessation of feeling; with the cessation of feeling, cessation of craving; with the cessation of craving, cessation of clinging; with the cessation of clinging, cessation of existence; with the cessation of existence, cessation of birth; with the cessation of birth, old age and death, sorrow, lamentation, pain, dejection, and anguish cease. Such is the cessation of this whole mass of suffering. This is called the noble truth of the cessation of suffering.


The Discourse on Sectarian Tenets, AN 3:61; trans. Bhikkhu Bodhi





Once our wisdom deepens through the practice of vipassanā meditation, having laid the foundation of samatha meditation, and meditation on materiality, mentality, and dependent origination, we experience nibbāna. In other words, the noble truth of cessation is the experience of nibbāna in which suffering disappears completely through the systematic, step-by-step practice of meditation.


The noble truth of the path (magga ariyasacca) is the path that leads to the destruction of suffering — that is to say, the noble eightfold path. As the eight kinds of right paths that destroy suffering, the noble eightfold path refers to right view (sammā-diṭṭhi), right thought (sammā-saṅkappa), right speech (sammā-vācā), right action (sammā-kammanta), right livelihood (sammā-ājīva), right effort (sammā-vāyāma), right mindfulness (sammā-sati), and right concentration (sammā-samādhi). The noble eightfold path can also be categorized as the three trainings of morality (sīla), concentration (samādhi), and wisdom (paññā). Specifically, right speech, right action, and right livelihood concern the training of morality; right effort, right mindfulness, and right concentration concern the training of concentration; and right view and right thought concern the training of wisdom. In samatha and vipassanā meditation in the Pa-Auk tradition, we observe morality, cultivate concentration, and then practice vipassanā on the basis of concentration. By practicing this way, we know and see the noble truth of the path.


The practice of samatha and vipassanā in the Pa-Auk tradition sets the goal of directly experiencing the four noble truths that are the heart of the Buddha’s teachings. I will now talk about my experiences in the following order: samatha meditation; meditation on materiality, mentality, and dependent origination; and vipassanā meditation.
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