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“Sayadaw U Pandita was a brilliant light of wisdom, whose precise and clear guidance profoundly illuminates our own path to inner freedom.”


— TARA BENNETT-GOLEMAN, author of Emotional Alchemy


“Sayadaw U Pandita is one of the foremost teachers of the insight meditation method taught by the Burmese Master Mahasi Sayadaw. His instructions are essential for a meditator in retreat but they are also useful to the ‘working Buddhist’ with a few minutes to spare.”


— Buddhadharma


In The State of Mind Called Beautiful, meditation master Sayadaw U Pandita lays out the breadth, depth, and wealth of the Theravadan tradition of Buddhism. U Pandita begins with the basic guidelines of Buddhism and moves on to various practices: those that can be done for one minute a day, those that sweeten and strengthen the mind, those that heal societies and families, and those that lead to liberation.


This book features complete teachings on vipassana or insight meditation, including how to do it; how to refine it; how to deal with difficulties; and how to develop mindfulness, wisdom, patience, and practice itself. A helpful questions-and-answers section provides an invaluable resource for newcomers and established practitioners alike. Lastly, both Pali-to-English and English-to-Pali glossaries are included, ensuring that readers easily master the meanings of important terms.


“Sayadaw U Pandita was one of the greatest meditation masters of modern times. This book is an enriching and inspiring collection to guide us in our own practice.”


— MU SOENG, author of The Heart of the Universe


“The depth of Sayadaw U Pandita’s understanding and the breadth of his knowledge have profoundly influenced the transmission of Dharma in the West.”


— JOSEPH GOLDSTEIN, author of Mindfulness







Foreword


SAYĀDAW U PAṆḌITA AND HIS IMPACT
by Jake Davis


When Sayādaw U Paṇḍita came to the Insight Meditation Society in Barre, Massachusetts, in 1984, most there knew him then only as the successor to the Mahāsi Sayādaw, who had passed away two years earlier. Yet for many of those who are the most senior teachers in the West today, that retreat provided a singular opportunity to do long-term intensive practice with one whom they came to regard as a true master.


When I was training with him decades later, U Paṇḍita pulled out photo albums from that retreat. I remember his joyous smile as he showed me pictures of Joseph Goldstein, Sharon Salzberg, Jack Kornfield, and others, glowing from months of intensive practice and of course looking a good bit younger than I remembered them. Over the course of this and subsequent retreats held in the United States, Australia, and elsewhere, many of these Western teachers describe not only training in satipaṭṭhāna (mindfulness meditation) practice with a level of energy and precision beyond what they had previously imagined possible, but also for the first time engaging in intensive long-term practice of the brahma vihāras: mettā, compassion, sympathetic joy, and equanimity. The profound impact of this pairing — U Paṇḍita’s precise energetic style of mindfulness practice with brahmavihāra practice — on the way in which Buddhist meditation is taught in the West is abundantly evident. However, it is not always clear to newer students how many contemporary Western presentations are in large part a legacy of U Paṇḍita’s formative guidance of a generation of Western teachers.


U Paṇḍita was born in Burma in 1921. Losing his mother at age four and his father at ten, he began his primary education in the traditional way, at a monastery, and ordained as a novice monk when he was twelve. At eighteen, he went to study with the great Sayādaw U Kelasa of the Kyauk Tan Mahabodhi Monastery near Bago and ordained as a bhikkhu there at twenty. U Paṇḍita would go on to become a distinguished scholar of the Pāḷi texts in his own right, teaching textual studies in Rangoon, earning the preeminent title of Abhivaṃsa, and eventually participating, when he was thirty-three, as both reciter and corrector of Pāḷi in the Sixth Sangha Council of 1956.


While teaching Pāḷi in Rangoon in his late twenties, U Paṇḍita also studied English with Saya-gyi U Hpe Thin, and the two of them made an agreement that whoever came to see Dhamma first would tell the other. Saya-gyi U Hpe Thin later went to practice at the newly established center run by the Mahāsi Sayādaw and, becoming satisfied with his practice and inspired by the teaching there, U Hpe Thin encouraged the young U Paṇḍita to go along as well. Thus it was that at twenty-nine, U Paṇḍita took up the practice of satipaṭṭhāna as taught by the Mahāsi Sayādaw. He too became inspired by the practice and eager to share this taste of Dhamma with relatives, friends, and others. Through his own experience, U Paṇḍita had also become firmly convinced that textual study of the Buddha’s teachings needed to be complemented by practical application of meditation practice.


On the strength of this realization, when he was thirty-four, U Paṇḍita left his post teaching Pāḷi textual studies to take up the duties assigned to him by the Mahāsi Sayādaw. He guided yogis for over three decades at the Rangoon center, including many of the Burmese monks who would go on to become leading teachers of the Mahāsi method in their own right. In addition, a handful of young Westerners such as Alan Clements and Steven Smith came to the center in the early 1980s and practiced under the guidance of U Paṇḍita. It was in large part on the strength of the recommendation of these young Westerners that U Paṇḍita was invited to the Insight Meditation Society in 1984 to conduct that historic retreat, which would prove to be a major watershed in the training of Western teachers of mindfulness meditation.


In 1979, at age fifty-seven, U Paṇḍita was appointed as a guiding Nayaka teacher at the Mahāsi center and with the passing of the Mahāsi Sayādaw in 1982 was appointed to the lead role of Ovadacariya at the center. He served in that role for eight years, then left to found the Panditarama Shwe Taung Gon Center. The new center flourished, and many branch centers were eventually established under his guidance in Burma and around the world. In addition to training many thousands of meditators in his precise, rigorous style of practice, U Paṇḍita dedicated himself to the training of female Anagarika nuns from Nepal, Burma, the United States, and elsewhere, in both textual study and meditative practice to the highest standards. The immense potential of this contribution to the strength of the Buddha’s teachings in the West is only beginning to be felt.


While his mastery of meditation practice is widely recognized, it is less emphasized in the West how U Paṇḍita embodied and insisted on the purity of one’s morality as a foundational and essential means of avoiding suffering for oneself and others. One Burmese monk, now an elder, recalls that when he lived as a young novice under U Paṇḍita, the novices did not dare to so much as look at the nuns, much less chat with them. Yet this strict observance of sīla, which U Paṇḍita held himself to as well, was motivated by a compassionate understanding of the suffering that can follow from a failure to do so. As the American teacher Michele McDonald relates, it was the great strength of U Paṇḍita’s sīla that made her feel safe enough to trust him as a guide through very difficult aspects of practice.


For all his many personal strengths, U Paṇḍita tried to include in his teaching as little of himself as possible. American nun and longtime student Daw Vajiranani recalls U Paṇḍita telling her that the Buddha’s teachings recorded in the Pāḷi texts should be given first priority, next the commentaries, and after that the lineage of teachers down to the present; one’s own views and innovations should carry the least weight. For this reason, U Paṇḍita emphasized that in order to guide others skillfully, a meditation teacher needs careful study of the Pāḷi texts, just as textual study must also be completed by practical application of these teachings in meditative practice. Throughout his own teaching career, U Paṇḍita never forgot his great debt to his own teacher, the Mahāsi Sayādaw. And he emphasized Mahāsi’s immense contribution in making clear how the Pāḷi suttas, beginning from the Buddha’s first teaching in the Dhammacakkappavattana Sutta, offer precise practical guidance for meditation practice.


Sayādaw U Paṇḍita will be remembered as embodying the aspiration to pass on, intact, the purity of the lineage of teaching from the Buddha that he had received. His remarkable energy for this kind of service made him one of the foremost meditation masters of our time and kept him traveling widely and giving daily talks until his final weeks in the spring of 2016. His passing truly represents the end of an era.


JAKE DAVIS studied and practiced under the guidance of Sayādaw U Paṇḍita for nearly a decade, both as a layperson and as a monk. He has taught with Vipassana Hawaii and at Brown University, and holds a research position at New York University.




Foreword


A PERSONAL REFLECTION ON SAYĀDAW U PAṆḌITA
by Andrew Scheffer


I first met Sayādaw U Paṇḍita in 1991 when I was twenty-two years old. At that time, I spent two months ordained as a temporary monk in my first long intensive retreat. Through the daily talks, the short group interviews, and one-to-one meetings, it became obvious to me that Sayādaw-gyi, as he was often affectionally called by those close to him, was a great being and that I could learn a lot from spending as much time with him as possible.


In fact, because of his special qualities — great clarity and enthusiasm for the Buddhist teachings, and emphasis on mindfulness practice — I sought him out repeatedly and spent what turned out to be twenty-five years in close contact with him. I traveled to see him regularly, usually for up to several months a year. This included years in silent retreat under his guidance, but also, after many years of practice, I was able to serve as a kappiya, or attendant. As you can see in this book, Sayādaw-gyi had an incredible ability to talk about the Dhamma not just from theory, but in a way that really brings topics to life. And The State of Mind Called Beautiful includes what I regard as the most inspiring talk on the qualities of the Buddha that I have heard among the thousands of talks he has given.


It is really quite amazing that these talks Sayādaw-gyi gave many years ago still come to life so vividly even today. This is also uplifting and encouraging — especially in light of his recent passing.


Sayādaw-gyi did not try to “improve upon” the Buddhist teachings using his own words, but instead always used explanations found within the classical texts themselves. In this way, Sayādaw-gyi was the ultimate student of the Buddha, holding the Buddha and the Buddha’s words in the highest esteem. And he continued to reflect on and study the Buddha’s teachings, setting a compelling example for us to follow — as he did through all his leadership. Moreover, he always set the highest standard for himself, only asking us to do what he had done, or what he himself was trying to do himself. A person of great humility, Sayādaw-gyi had no desire to become popular and famous or leave his own mark, he merely tried to pass on this body of knowledge of Buddha’s teaching effectively and as flawlessly as he could.


Throughout the years that I knew him, in addition to introducing him to my family and friends, I invited the US Ambassador to Singapore to meet him as I did several famous Tibetan rinpoches. I also had the opportunity to be present when Aung San Suu Kyi came to visit Sayādaw-gyi to ask for guidance with some leadership issues she was facing for Myanmar. Sayādaw-gyi was regularly giving guidance to world leaders — and always used the teachings of the Buddha to do so. From his visit to the cosmopolitan bustle of New York City to his final moments in a hospital bed, I never saw Sayādaw-gyi affected by anger or greed. His accomplishment of mind — uprooting the very causes of suffering — was simply not impacted by worldly conditions.


Recently, a few of his closest disciples had the opportunity to look at some of his notes for Dhamma talks, and it became clear how incredibly brief they always were, simply an outline of key points. The details and examples he used in talks — and that appear in this book — were all brought forth spontaneously, based upon his own knowledge and the needs of the audience. His talks were works of genius. (And by the way, his talks have been recorded extensively for posterity and are available online freely for you to see for yourself).


The more we listen to or study Sayādaw-gyi’s rendition of the Buddha’s teachings, the more we realize their splendor. I remember that at one point, Sayādaw-gyi asked me how much of his talks I thought I could fully understand. Truthfully, at that time, I could only comprehend 35 percent — and I had been following and studying with him for decades! It was usually the newer students or those with less understanding who thought they could understand everything he said — not differentiating between simply hearing and really comprehending.


With those who spent extensive time beyond retreat with Sayādaw-gyi, he was almost always lighthearted and fun-loving. Sometimes I teased him that though his reputation was that of a lion, I found him more like a cat. Yet, for those closest to him, we also responded quickly and respectfully to the best of our ability when Sayādaw directed us to correct an error or overcome a shortcoming — as he often did, for our benefit.


When Sayādaw-gyi was nearby, I felt like I was experiencing miracles. Not through any outward display but simply through his lightness of heart and his ability to help me find peace of mind and redirect my attention wisely, no matter which worldly circumstances I confronted. No matter what challenges life threw at me, Sayādaw-gyi helped me to see them in a new light and regain the energy and motivation to move forward and bring my practice fully to bear once again. He knew we would fail and fall, again and again, would continue to make mistakes — and he always was the first to support us and encourage us to get back on our feet.


Sayādaw-gyi gave tirelessly of himself until his last breath, in April 2016 — having been a monk for more than seventy-five years, and having guided thousands upon thousands of students, in both the East and West. Here, in The State of Mind Called Beautiful, I hope Sayādaw-gyi’s teachings provide inspiration and clear guidance for you!


ANDREW SCHEFFER first met Sayādaw U Paṇḍita when Andrew was twenty-two. He studied closely with him for the next twenty-five years as both a layman and monk, training for over ten thousand hours in silent meditation retreats. Andrew currently teaches meditation at corporations and to individuals — dividing his time between Southern California and the New York metro area. Andrew continues to visit Myanmar regularly.




Editor’s Preface


The talks in this book were given at a one-month retreat in May 2003 inaugurating the Forest Refuge, the long-term retreat facility at Insight Meditation Society in Barre, Massachusetts. Sayādaw U Paṇḍita was eighty-two at the time. When he died in Bangkok this past April, 2016, at ninety-five, it was as if the earth trembled. We lost a titan, a giant of Dhamma. For me, like many others, he was a kind and loving father or grandfather, the one who taught us precisely how we could tame our minds.


Yes, he could be intimidating, awe-inspiring, stern. He was famous for not lowering his newspaper during your interview if he felt you were reporting opinions and mental proliferation instead of direct experiences. His talks are full of criticism for “recidivists” and “chronic meditators” who attend retreat after retreat without making the effort necessary for achieving liberation. He liked to use words like crush, destroy, capture, attack, pierce, and uproot. “No compassion whatsoever for the defilements of the mind,” was his advice. Yet Sayādaw-gyi (as he’s affectionately known — “Great, great teacher”) was also tender, funny, unswervingly loyal to the principle of freedom. Your freedom. Since only you can uproot your suffering, and you also tend to get distracted from the task, he was there to get you back on track.


Unswervingly. So, upon hearing of his death, in addition to the loss, I was surprised — and surprised to be surprised. After all, wasn’t he old? And didn’t he teach students to know, most intimately, that a human being is nothing but a stream of impermanent, impersonal phenomena? Yet Sayādaw-gyi had seemed changeless.


I’d been skeptical when we first met. Thanks, in part, to Western cultural history and education, I’d felt his certitude must be no better than hidebound dogma. Indeed, Sayādaw-gyi was a traditionalist who trusted his method implicitly, and believed in striving for a goal. After knowing him for nearly forty years, practicing under him, studying him from various distances and angles, I’d now say Sayādaw-gyi’s character was based on a similarly unshakable internal knowing. It gave him extraordinary power as a teacher and leader; a kind of ruthlessness about discarding what was trivial.


His visits to the United States and the books that emerged fundamentally altered the way vipassanā meditation is taught and practiced in the West. His first visit, in 1984, when he was sixty-three, electrified the founders and senior teachers of the Insight tradition in the United States, Australia, and Europe. Talks from this retreat became his book In This Very Life, a road map for Dhamma practice as seen through the lens of the Mahāsi style of meditation. In This Very Life describes the methods, the early stages, and pitfalls of what’s called the progress of insight. In the Mahāsi tradition, the progress of insight is considered a sine qua non for overcoming the tortures of the mind, and it is a direct path to nibbāna, the unconditioned. The progress consists of an orderly series of altered perceptions, which arise in the course of that method of practice. (Note that the Progress is a process, and it’s easy to misinterpret, especially if you’re trying to assess yourself. It also doesn’t work the same with every person. So it’s best to sign up for a retreat with an experienced teacher who can give you specific guidance).


At the 2003 retreat, Sayādaw-gyi brought with him two younger teaching monks, one Burmese and one German, to provide the consistent frequent interviews the Mahāsi method demands. There were also two nuns, one Burmese and one from the United States, who were being trained as teachers, along with a lay translator from the United States. When this phalanx walked into the Dharma hall on the first night, Sayādaw-gyi’s purposefulness was unmistakable. I recall sitting on my cushion thinking, as of a rock band, “They came to play,” and resolving to meet them with my own best effort.


As usual, the retreatants ranged from seasoned Buddhist teachers to a first-timer who’d never done a night of retreat before, but had unexpectedly won the registration lottery and who wore a black leather jacket throughout the retreat. I saw him smoking anxious cigarettes in the forest. But he stuck it out till the end. I sometimes wonder what the long-term effect of that monthlong retreat was for him.


Sayādaw-gyi settled on his monk’s throne and cleared his throat to offer the first talk in this volume, speaking in a rapid murmur of Burmese without notes. Clearly he was taking a new approach: this series of talks, which is edited into this volume, would be a broader picture.


The panorama begins with the fundamental teachings. Dhamma (Sanskrit: Dharma), the truth, is what we should do; Vinaya, the discipline, is what we should stop doing. Between the two, our practice is like planting flowers and pulling up weeds. It is necessary to do practices that strengthen the mind and heal societies and families, because violence, war, and instability mark our current days. These practices are called the four guardian meditations. They uplift and protect us, and even long-term retreat meditators are asked to practice them. But inner actions like meditation are not enough. There must be outer, compassionate activity — with no compromise of ethics. The Earth, he said, appears to be in the control of people who “resemble demons more than human beings.” Leaders who attempt to control these inhuman beings often sink to the same level themselves. We must resist this, he said. “Compassion,” he observed, “says what needs to be said. And wisdom doesn’t fear the consequences.” At the time, his country was subject to a brutal dictatorship, and Sayādaw-gyi publicly supported democratic reforms at great personal risk to himself.


Next he drilled deep into the fundamental mechanics of how a mind is healed by Dhamma. One of the core teachings of The State of Mind Called Beautiful is the exposition of how and why the Noble Eightfold Path is present in every moment of mindfulness. He also systematizes and concretizes the relationship between morality, concentration, and wisdom in ways that any psychoanalyst would admire. Restraint suppresses the physical acting out of impulses. Then outer life is calm, but the tormenting impulses are deeply embedded and likely to remain. Concentration training can divert the mind away from its obsessions. Finally, with sufficient clarity of mind, direct awareness can penetrate to the inherent lack of substance. This is how intuitive wisdom develops and dissolves the pain of the mind.


“The defilements are disgusting, dreadful, fearsome, and frightening,” he thunders.


Look around at the world. Ask yourself if this sounds right.


Since the 2003 retreat, the Forest Refuge has housed thousands of meditators and produced billions of moments of mindfulness. There are many waves of influence that have succeeded Sayādaw U Paṇḍita: there’s been great interest and scathing criticism of the progress of insight. Online manuals describe details that Mahāsi masters keep hidden lest meditators innocently dupe themselves with inauthentic realizations and stay stuck in concepts that go nowhere. Other online communities critique the progress of insight as dangerous and destabilizing. Wise monk-masters emphasize relaxed, open-field awareness; lay teachers well-versed in deep retreat and also Western psychology advise us to practice kindness first, because a harsh, self-hating mind is very difficult to work with. Usually it’s not long before Sayādaw U Paṇḍita’s name is invoked, all too often as a self-justifying contrast to whatever technique is being defended at the moment. His methods are called too brutal, not psychologically savvy. Surely some of the critiques are fair enough, but others seem unkind and shallow. He is a legend because he deserves to be. When to be delicate, when to be strong. How to pinpoint experience, how to tell reality from delusion. The skills and clarity he taught are indispensable these days, when the Buddha’s starkest teachings about the dangers of samsara are beginning to ring louder than ever before in our lifetime.


With this in mind, we offer you The State of Mind Called Beautiful.


Kate Wheeler




Author’s Preface


THIS EXPLANATION OF satipaṭṭhāna vipassanā, commonly known as insight meditation, is offered in close accordance with the texts — the suttas and commentaries of the Theravadin Buddhist tradition. Many favorable circumstances and interconnections made this book possible. Gratitude must be expressed to many people — the translator, Venerable Sayādaw U Vivekānanda, the editors, donors, volunteers, and employees of Wisdom Publications; the meditators attending the retreat at the Forest Refuge at the Insight Meditation Society in Barre, Massachusetts, where the talks were given in May 2003; the staff and donors of the Forest Refuge; and all readers of this book who are interested in purifying their minds through Dhamma.


May all readers benefit from this book by putting its contents to use.


Sayādaw U Paṇḍita


Hse Mile Gon Forest Center, Bago, Myanmar


January 2006




Introduction to Dhamma Vinaya


THE BUDDHA UNDERSTOOD what is beneficial and what is harmful, what leads to happiness and what increases misery in our lives. Out of compassion he left a teaching and training to increase our happiness and that of all beings. This teaching includes the Dhamma, the beneficial truth about existence; and the Vinaya, the discipline or training. Without a discipline, truth would remain an abstraction, something to talk about rather than to live. Without truth as its basis and goal, discipline would be meaningless. Actually, the Dhamma and Vinaya converge in leading us to happiness, well-being, and genuine fulfillment, and together they establish the only lifestyle that can eradicate suffering.


If we want to be completely free from suffering and help others to be free, we must practice Dhamma Vinaya. This means developing, increasing, and strengthening our realization of the path, drawing out its full potential. Whoever does this will gradually become more pure, cultured, gentle, peaceful, and lovable. Such a person will eventually gain the “special insight,” a liberating insight that cuts through and extinguishes mental afflictions. Such a person will truly understand the happiness of which the Buddha speaks.


Those familiar with Buddhist terminology will know that the term Vinaya usually refers to the monks’ code of conduct, and that Buddhism offers different sets of ethical precepts for monks, nuns, and laypeople. Monks rely on 227 precepts to develop their wholesome volition and support their meditation practice. Nuns can rely on eight or ten, while laypeople generally sustain five basic observances to prevent them from going wrong.


Though this may seem — and is, indeed — contrary to ordinary, worldly ways of thinking, the monks’ and nuns’ renunciate way of life was designed by the Buddha to be the easiest way to reach genuine happiness and an end to personal suffering.


However, the Buddha taught a complete training of body, speech, and mind that anyone, ordained or not, can undertake successfully. This path of training aims at the complete and permanent removal of all mental issues that torment beings. Moral discipline is the foundation without which this endeavor cannot succeed, but following moral precepts is not itself sufficient to liberate the mind and heart.


Without adding an internal, mental discipline, moreover, not even the most basic of precepts can truly be maintained for very long. For as soon as internal compulsion arises, if there is no inner discipline, then the impulse will be unbearable and problematic action will ensue.


True disciples of the Buddha can be recognized by a healthy form of fear — they are afraid of the inner defilements, for they understand the destructive tendencies inside the mind to be the most dangerous forces in the world, more powerful than any earthquake or tsunami. A true disciple, a true practitioner, recognizes that whenever a person is gripped by greed, hatred, and ignorance, he or she is a danger to himself and others.


Therefore a true disciple of the Buddha can also be recognized by her or his concerted efforts not to succumb to the inner defilements — but rather to see through them, control them, diminish their influence, and eventually to extirpate them once and for all.


Up to the moment of full liberation, everyone is bound to fall away from Dhamma Vinaya again and again, whether they wear monastic robes or ordinary clothing. When and if this happens, one must humbly return to the training: one must sustain and increase one’s level of effort, refine one’s moral actions, strengthen concentration, and thus promote the arising of wisdom. With such sincere dedication one will come to know the meaning of vimutti — liberation, deliverance, inner freedom. The possibility of vimutti is the beauty hidden inside each of our minds. To fulfill that possibility is the maximum expression of value in our human lives.


The traditional path of the monk and the nun remains open and invites all those who, regardless of ethnic origin, nationality, or class, wish to forsake worldly engagements and pursue Dhamma Vinaya in an extraordinary manner. Yet most of you who read this book will be laypeople. I encourage all of you to take to heart what I say here. I am giving my best effort to teach you and I hope you will give your best effort to practice. Then, our connection will have been worthwhile.
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	Overview of the Training







THE BUDDHA GIVES CLEAR INSTRUCTIONS on how to develop moral behavior, concentrate the mind, and see clearly with insight wisdom. These are called the three trainings; in Pāḷi, sīla sikkhā, samādhi sikkhā, and paññā sikkhā — the training in morality, the training in concentration, and the training in wisdom. The three trainings should be taken as the meaning of Dhamma Vinaya. The meaning of Dhamma Vinaya is not a verbal one. The meaning will appear inasmuch as it is enacted, experienced, and brought to life within an individual.


The word sikkhā means training oneself so that certain qualities arise. If we put in the effort to follow the Buddha’s instructions, the results will arise quite naturally and lawfully. This is certain.


Along with the instructions for training, the Buddha and his commentators include detailed explanations of the benefits of Dhamma Vinaya and the disadvantages of not engaging it. These descriptions help us to understand the training, to feel enthusiasm for it, and to reject the habits of an untrained, unskillful mind.
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