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I. Introduction

It is understood that Buddhism has gradually
spread in Western countries such as Western Eu-
rope and North America, with Theravada, North-
ern, and Tibetan traditions all present. However,
in genuinely attracting Westerners to learn Bud-
dhism, the Chinese-speaking Buddhist tradition
still falls far behind the Theravada and Tibetan
traditions. There are many reasons for this, but |
believe the main ones are language barriers and

the lack of qualified teachers.

Chinese Buddhism has developed over one or two
thousand years. Many fine traditions, after suffer-
ing repeated devastation during the ten years of
the Cultural Revolution, have had their continuity
severely weakened. Fortunately, the monastic

community has survived to the present.

In recent decades, Chinese-speaking Buddhist
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communities have shown great enthusiasm in
spreading the Dhamma and studying the teach-
ings, achieving quite remarkable results. How-
ever, when it comes to the practice of samatha (se-
renity) and vipassana (insight) meditation, there
1s still much room for improvement. Some moti-
vated individuals have gone to Theravada Bud-
dhist countries like Myanmar, Thailand, and Sri
Lanka to learn meditation, while others have gone
to India, Tibet, and Qinghai. We understand that
reconnecting with the experiential aspects of Bud-
dhist samatha and vipassana is much more diffi-
cult than the revival of theoretical knowledge.
Precisely because of this, I often hear calls for the

revitalization of the meditation tradition.

Generally speaking, there are two types of re-

sponses to such calls:

1. Some go abroad to study and practice in Ther-
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avada or Tibetan Buddhist communities; natu-
rally, what they learn is no longer limited to the
Chinese Buddhist tradition.

2. Others devote themselves wholeheartedly to the
existing Chinese Buddhist tradition, delving
deeply into a single path of practice.

Which type do you belong to?

The 21 century marks the emergence of Bud-
dhism in a global village. I believe it’s important
for us to have at least a basic understanding of
world Buddhism—to know both ourselves and
others, to appreciate and learn from others’
strengths, to complement our own shortcomings,
and to recognize and avoid repeating the mistakes

of those who came before us.

In short, open exchange brings far more benefits
than drawbacks, both for Buddhism as a whole
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and for individual practitioners.

Il. Experience of Samatha and
Vipassana

Those who have gone forth must have the resolve
to transform their knowledge of the Dhamma into
direct personal experience, and to work out a path
on which they can live and find their footing—for
themselves, for the Buddhist community, and for
all beings. Otherwise, “they are neither monastics

nor laypeople, and cannot truly be called either.”

Some say that studying Buddhist doctrine is the
training of wisdom. In reality, wisdom must be
grounded in virtue and concentration. If one has
only a little wisdom born of hearing, or merely en-
gages in textual research, comparison, compila-

tion, or the exploration of a particular idea, can
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that really be called “the training of higher wis-

dom”? I always feel there is still quite a gap.

Many great masters of Indian Buddhism devoted
their entire lives to writing and expounding the
Dhamma. Some may not have produced a large
body of work, but the depth and richness of their
insight are unmistakable—the lived experience
behind their words can be felt by the reader. To-
day, methods of Buddhist studies have advanced:
texts are easy to obtain, computer searches are
convenient, and with a bit of personal talent and
specialization, one can publish prolifically. Yet
when we read much of this work, it often seems to
lack the Dhamma flavor of personal experience.

Don’t you feel the same?

In the Agama scriptures, the Buddha advises those
who have gone forth to expect themselves to be

“dwellers in the Dhamma” (dhammavihart), with
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inner tranquility, dwelling in samatha and vipas-
sana, rather than merely speaking without prac-
tice. There are many ways to revitalize Chinese
Buddhism, and I believe that the practice of sa-
matha and vipassana meditation should be an im-

portant aspect.

I11. Introduction of Mindfulness of
Breathing

We have chosen the practice of mindfulness of
breathing (@napanasati) because it is a meditation
that integrates both samatha and vipassana (the
initial stages being samatha and the later stages

being vipassana).

We begin by adjusting the body, following the
Seven-point Sitting Posture, which refers to
seven aspects of proper sitting during meditation.

In the Agama, when the Blessed One described
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the method of practicing mindfulness of breath-
ing, he briefly instructed: “Sit cross-legged, keep
the body upright, and establish mindfulness in
front.” Sitting cross-legged and properly aligning
the body helps to collect the mind. When there is
physical pain in any part of the body, it can easily
disturb concentration. Thus, the Visuddhimagga
(The Path of Purification) states: “When these
(pains) do not arise, the mind becomes concen-
trated, does not lose its meditation subject, and de-
velops toward completion.” Mindfulness of
breathing has a relatively subtle meditation object.
When bodily pain (sensations) is more intense
than the meditation object, it will affect concen-

tration.

In the first two or three days of a seven-day med-
itation retreat, it is common for practitioners to ex-

perience leg or back pain. If your legs hurt, you
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can adjust your posture or practice standing med-
itation instead. For standing meditation, place
your feet shoulder-width apart; if maintaining bal-
ance is difficult, you may keep your eyes slightly
open. While standing, maintain your attention on
the breath at the tip of the nose, using the same

method as in sitting meditation.

We first gather the scattered mind, drawing it in-
ward from the outside, moving from the coarse to
the subtle, from activity to stillness—paying care-
ful attention to our movements and gradually ad-
justing them. Upon coming out of meditation, the
process is reversed: from stillness to activity, from

subtle to coarse, and from the inner state outward.

The seven points refer to seven supporting pos-

tures of the body:

1. Sit cross-legged (leg and foot support, see Ta-
ble 1),
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. Straighten the waist and slightly tuck in the

chest (spinal support),

. Place both hands flat (elbow support),
. Relax both shoulders (shoulder blade support),
. Tuck in the chin (head and neck support),

. Rest the tongue tip against the upper palate

(tongue and palate support),

. Lower the eyelids (eye support).

Table 1 Seated meditation postures

a. Full lotus b. Half lotus c. Simple cross-
legged posture
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After adjusting your posture according to the
seven steps mentioned above, then slowly sway
the body from side to side, and forward and back-
ward, to find a central position that is neither lean-
ing to the left nor to the right, neither tilting back-

ward nor leaning forward.

When taking your seat, begin with larger move-
ments and gradually reduce them until you settle
into place. Once positioned, the body should re-
main still. Then, gradually relax each part of the
body from head to toe, until every part reaches a
natural, relaxed, and comfortable state. A good sit-
ting posture supports the quality of meditation, al-
lowing one to focus on the in-and-out breath com-
fortably and for an extended period. With the body
properly settled, the next step is to master the
method itself.
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A. Taking hold of the meditation object

“Grasping” (pariggahita, meaning possessed or
acquired) the meditation object happens through
nothing other than seeing, hearing, or touching.
Some meditation subjects take the object through
seeing, others through hearing; for example, the
practice of loving-kindness meditation involves
both seeing and hearing, whereas mindfulness of

breathing takes the object through touch.

As stated in the suttas, after “Sit cross-legged,
keep the body upright,” the next step is to “estab-
lish mindfulness in front” (parimukham satim
upatthapetva). What does it mean to establish
mindfulness in front? The Patisambhidamagga
(The Path of Discrimination), in the “Great Chap-
ter 3: Discourse on In- and Out-Breathing,” ex-
plains: “Establishing means encompassing; in

front means the starting point; mindfulness means
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attending.” Mindfulness has the function of at-
tending, of preventing drifting and forgetting, like
a servant attending to their master, never leaving
their side. The Visuddhimagga, explains this in
a similar way, saying: “Establish mindfulness in
front of the meditation subject” or “encompass,
initiate, and attend.” Therefore, for anyone who is
practicing diligently, it is essential to set aside ex-
ternal distractions, keeping the mind fully alert
and clearly aware, staying focused without letting

it wander.

“Sign, out-breath, in-breath, Are not the objects
of a single consciousness, And yet for one who
knows these three things, [Successful] develop-
ment [of concentration of mindfulness of breath-

ing (@napanassatisamadhi)] is obtained.”

In practicing this meditation subject, one should
not use only the in-breath or the out-breath as the

object, nor limit attention merely to the point (the
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area) of contact at the tip of the nose. If one at-
tends only to the in-and-out breath while ignoring
the sign—the area of contact—there is no fixed
object for the mind to settle on; the mind will eas-
ily become scattered and fail to stay unified. If, on
the other hand, one remains only with the area of
contact without being aware of the in-and-out
breathing, then it is no longer the practice of mind-

fulness of breathing.

If you drop the breath and focus only on the tactile
sensation, it can stir up the four elements in the
body. If you do not stay with the long breath but
only one point (or an area), then any single part of
the body can become the object of attention. When
these three are separated, it is “not the [unified]
object of a single consciousness.” The correct
practice is to work with both the in-breath or out-

breath and the point of contact simultaneously.

Below the tip of the nose, on the philtrum above
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the upper lip, is the distinct place of contact where
the breath goes in and out. Some people perceive
it as a single point, while for others it is an area,
the size of which varies from person to person.
The key is that the meditator must place
(aropeti—to put on or to place upon) the mind on
a fixed object. This is the function of the mental
factor, “vitakka” (initial application of mind or
thought).

Through deep inhalation and exhalation, we pay
attention to the area around the tip of the nose and
the upper lip where the air passes—this may be a
single point or an area of contact. This is the object
of meditation in the practice of mindfulness of

breathing.

Every meditation subject has its own meditation
object; different subjects have different objects.
The method of mindfulness of breathing has its
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own specific object, and this point must be em-
phasized and firmly remembered. Mindfulness of
breathing directs the mind through contact (the
bodily door). When the sign (nimitta) is fully de-
veloped, the practice naturally shifts to gathering
the mind through the “sign” (by way of the mind
door).

When the mind is focused on the object without
wavering, this is right mindfulness; when one
clearly perceives the in-and-out movement of the
breath at the point of contact, this is clear compre-

hension.

In the Samyutta Nikdya (The Connected Dis-
courses of the Buddha), the Blessed One says:
“Monks, I do not consider one who lacks mindful-
ness or clear comprehension to be a practitioner of
mindfulness of breathing”. “Mindfulness” (sati)
means deep attention and deep recollection.

“Clear comprehension” (sampajarifia) belongs to
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the mental factor of wisdom (parifi); it possesses

the ability to discern and judge.

Because mindfulness and wisdom allow the mind
to remain unified and undistracted while knowing
the in-breath and out-breath, one i1s called a
“mindful practitioner” (satokart). The commenta-
tor Acariya Dhammapala says in Paramattha-
marijiusa (The Jewel Casket of Ultimate Mean-
ing), a sub-commentary on the Visuddhimagga:
“A ‘mindful practitioner’ is one who, having be-
come mindful, one carries out what should be
done with mindfulness, or who has the habit of
acting mindfully.” ( satokariti sato eva hutva,
satiya eva va katabbassa katta, karanasilo

va) o

Through continuous attention and practice of
mindfulness of breathing, the meditation object

becomes increasingly subtle—sometimes to the
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point where the area of contact is barely percepti-
ble. At this stage, the meditator must possess

strong and powerful mindfulness and wisdom.

B. The Excellence of Mindfulness of Breathing
as a Meditation Subject

According to the Visuddhimagga, there are forty
types of meditation subjects, most of which are
purely for developing samatha. However, there
are two exceptions—meditation subjects that cul-
tivate both samatha and vipassana: mindfulness
of breathing and the contemplation of the four el-
ements (catudhdtu vavatthana). Since the con-
templation of the four elements is not the primary
method for this seven-day meditation retreat, it
will not be discussed here. As for the excellence,
methods, and stages of practicing mindfulness of

breathing, I will now offer some explanation.
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What is distinctive about mindfulness of breath-
ing as a meditation subject? Many could be men-
tioned, but they can be summarized in two main

points:

1.Exceptional tranquility. The tranquility of
mindfulness of breathing is superior because both
its meditation object and the attainment of the
practice are tranquil. By contrast, objects of the
meditation on foulness (asubha) are not tranquil
(being coarse, such as a heap of worms) * and
they are not considered excellent (being repul-
sive). Only upon attaining jhana (meditative ab-
sorption) does its object (sign) be described as
tranquil and excellent. Furthermore, among the
forty meditation subjects, although both mindful-
ness of breathing and the contemplation of the
four elements are practices that cultivate both sa-
matha and vipassana, the concentration devel-

oped through mindfulness of breathing is stronger.
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Mindfulness of breathing can be developed up to
the fourth jhdna, whereas the contemplation of the
four elements achieves only access concentration

(upacara samadhi), or momentary concentration
(khanika samadhi).

2. Can be practiced anytime. Unlike other med-
itation subjects, which often require extensive
preparation—for example, the meditation on foul-
ness requires finding a corpse for contempla-
tion, or the earth kasina in the Ten Kasina, which
requires the making of a special mandala —mind-
fulness of breathing requires nothing extra. As
long as a person is alive, with nostrils, an upper
lip, and the ability to breathe, one can take it as the
meditation object anywhere, anytime. With other
meditation subjects, you might say you forget to
bring tools for making mandalas etc., but surely
you won’t forget your nostrils or your breath when

leaving the house. This is its second distinctive
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excellence.

C. Seclusion and Solitude

This explains the suitable places for bhikkhus to
practice the concentration of mindfulness of
breathing (@Gnapanasati samadhi): “[Here a monk,
having] gone to the forest, or to the root of a tree,
or to an empty (solitary) place'.” It is to be staying
away from the disturbances of the five sense
pleasures, such as sights and sounds. Ordinary
wordlings find it difficult not to be swayed by
their habitual desires for sense pleasures, as be-
ings have long been wandering in samsara, be-
coming deeply conditioned to indulging the five
sense faculties. This tendency runs directly coun-
ter to the requirement of gathering thoughts into

unified concentration.

For a meditator to achieve success in samatha (se-

renity), one must first abandon the five sensual
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pleasures, recognize their dangers, and temporar-
ily distance oneself from them. Only when the
mind is no longer pulled by sensual attractions can
it settle and abide on a single meditation object.
Therefore, the Blessed One instructed the bhik-
khus to seek out environments suitable for medi-
tation practice—namely, the forest (arafifia), the

foot of a tree, or an empty, quiet place.

Some may think it inappropriate for a Mahayana
practitioner to also go to a “secluded place”.
Wouldn’t that make a bodhisattva practitioner just
like a savaka (hearer) disciple, who “let go of both
one’s own circle and others, living alone in seclu-
sion”, leaving people behind to seek only personal

liberation?

The great master Zhiyi of the Sui dynasty ad-
dressed this very question in his Dhyanaparamita
(Explanation of the Perfection of Meditation),
stated thus: “The bodhisattva’s way is precisely to
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liberate living beings. Why, then, would one dwell
alone in a remote mountain, seemingly forsaking
others to cultivate one’s own good?

The answer is: though the bodhisattva’s body
withdraws, the mind does not abandon beings. It
is like a person who, when ill, temporarily ceases
work to take medicine and rest. Once recovered,

that person resumes their work as before.”

This passage 1s likely drawn from the
Mahaprajiiaparamita Sastra (Treatise on the Per-
fection of Wisdom), in the section on
Dhyanaparamita. A bodhisattva, though physi-
cally in solitude and temporarily apart from be-
ings, always remains compassionate and does not
forsake them. The purpose of solitude is to
strengthen oneself—just like taking medicine.
During treatment, one must momentarily set aside
household affairs, but once strength is restored,

one continues the work of benefiting others. It is
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permissible.

Actually, restraining the five sense faculties, ab-
staining from anger, abandoning arrogance,
avoiding deceit and flattery, having few desires
and being content, distancing oneself from dis-
turbance and bustle, diligently maintaining mind-
fulness, and skillfully developing meditative con-
centration—so that “when the mind is in concen-
tration, it can discern the arising and passing away

of phenomena in the world.”

Samatha and vipassand are practices common to
all three vehicles; they are essential both on the

savaka path and the bodhisattva path.

Some people like to boast, saying things like “The
crossroads are a good place for Chan meditation.”
Perhaps for seasoned practitioners who have put

in deep effort, that may indeed be so—such a per-
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son could walk through a field of a hundred flow-
ers and not have a single petal cling to him. But
we should always reflect on our own virtue and
conduct, and ask ourselves honestly: Can I really
do that? If not, it is better to humbly lay a solid
foundation and not keep letting the mind run wild

in idle talk, deceit, and false speech!

IVV. The Steps of Practicing Mind-
fulness of Breathing

Next, I will explain how to practice mindfulness

of breathing as a meditation subject.

It can be proven from the suttas that the concen-
tration of mindfulness of breathing is a meditation
practice that includes both samatha and vipas-
sanda. As stated in the Visuddhimagga: “Here a
monk” —the word “here” (idam) indicates that

the teaching of developing the concentration of
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mindfulness of breathing through this meditation
subject is something unknown and unseen among
non-Buddhist traditions. Therefore, the Blessed
One said: “Bhikkhus, only here is there an ascetic,
here a second ascetic, here a third ascetic, here a
fourth ascetic; other dispensations are devoid of
ascetics.”™

The commentator, Vasubandhu, in his Abhidhar-
makosa also states: Mindfulness of breathing “can
be cultivated only by beings within the true
Dhamma; outsiders (non-Buddhists) do not have
this, for without a teacher, they are incapable of

discovering the subtle dhamma themselves.”

This serves as evidence that mindfulness of
breathing is a meditation method combining
both samatha and vipassana and is not shared

with external traditions.

The Visuddhimagga organizes the practice of
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mindfulness of breathing into sixteen stages, ac-

cording to the four foundations of mindfulness.

In this retreat, we will focus on the practice meth-
ods of counting [the breath], following [the
breath], contact, fixing [the mind], observing,

turning away and purification.

The practice of counting the breath as an entryway
into mindfulness of breathing is also found in
other treatises, such as the Abhidharmakosa and
Tiantai’s Six Wonderful Gates. The difference be-
tween the Six Wonderful Gates and the Visud-
dhimagga lies in the addition of “contact” be-

tween “following” and “fixing”.

According to the classification in the Visud-
dhimagga, the stages from “counting” to “fixing”
belongs to samatha; “fixing” represents the at-
tainment of meditative absorption. “Observing”

belongs to vipassand; “cessation” corresponds to
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the knowledge of the path, and “purification” to
the knowledge of fruition. The Sarvastivada mas-
ters have another system of classification, which I

will not elaborate on here.

A. The Practice of Samatha
Counting

First, “Counting” (ganeti, to count). According
to the nikaya (or agama), the original method of
mindfulness of breathing did not include counting
the breaths; this practice likely appeared later in
the period of commentaries and sub-commen-
taries. The purpose of counting is to help the mind
stay focused on its meditation object. The number
used for counting should not be fewer than five,
nor more than ten, and the count should be contin-

uous and unbroken.

I recall that many years ago, when I visited the
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Mandalay Mogok Monastery in Northern Myan-
mar, the abbot told me that the Sayadaw Ledi once
instructed practitioners of mindfulness of breath-
ing to count from one to seven — the number
seven symbolizing the seven factors of enlighten-
ment. In present-day Southern Myanmar, medita-
tors at the Pa-Auk Forest Monastery usually count
to eight, representing the Noble Eightfold Path.

So how should we count? According to the com-
mentarial teachings, any number between five and
ten is fine. If you choose eight, then use eight con-
sistently from beginning to end, no matter how
many rounds you go through. Don’t switch be-
tween eight, then six, and so on. Constantly
changing the number makes it harder to develop

good concentration.

When practicing mindfulness of breathing, the

breath—both inhalation and exhalation—should
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be natural. Do not deliberately control or manipu-
late the breath to make it faster or slower, coarser
or subtler. The more natural it is, the better. How-
ever, i1f the mind becomes scattered or restless,
you may try a faster style of counting — for ex-
ample, counting quickly “one, two, three, four,
five...” for the duration of a single in-breath or
out-breath, without worrying about the total num-
ber. Or you may breathe in and out once, then
count “one”; breathe in and out again, then count
“two”, using a quicker way of counting. These ex-
pedient methods are only for temporary use; if you
rely on them too long, they can become a habit
and be unhelpful. Some people, unable to clearly
feel the touch of the breath, start breathing force-
fully. Our concern is that if they become accus-
tomed to needing a strong and pronounced object
to sustain concentration, they may no longer be
able to remain focused once the breath naturally

settles.
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Another question often asked is: How long should
one continue counting the breaths?

I find the answer in the Visuddhimagga very ap-
propriate. It says: “Count until you can maintain
mindfulness on the object of the in-breath and out-
breath without counting.” Once mindfulness of
the object is firmly established through counting,
you can then proceed to the next stage—*“follow-
ing” (anupassana). The purpose of counting is
simply to cut off the mind’s excessive outward
seeking (distracting thoughts) - its vitakka. As the
Abhidharmakosa also states: “Count from one to
ten, neither fewer nor more, so that the mind nei-
ther becomes too concentrated on nor too dis-
persed from the object.” Thus, counting the
breaths is only a skillful means to steady the mind
and establish it firmly upon its meditation object.
If someone can establish mindfulness of the object
right from the beginning, is counting still neces-

sary? Not necessarily—some people can directly
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work with the in- and out-breath without counting,

and that’s perfectly fine.

During the counting process, stray thoughts may
sometimes slip in. If a number is lost or inter-
rupted by distraction, you should start over again
and again until the method becomes familiar and

the mind can remain settled.

Although the method of counting the breath in-
volves keeping track of the in-breath and out-
breath by numbers, the practitioner must under-
stand that the point is “clearly comprehending the
in-breaths and out-breaths.” It is not merely about

remembering the numbers.”

Keeping the mind steadily placed on the medita-
tion object without drifting is right mindfulness,
while clearly knowing and discerning the entire
process of breathing—in, out, long, or short—is

clear comprehension (sampajaniia).
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Following

Second, “following” (anubandhana — connec-
tion, following, pursuing). Having set aside
counting, one then attends to the in- and out-
breath by noting the contact (phusana) within the
range of in- and out-breathing —without follow-
ing the breath as it goes in or out, and certainly
without tracing it from the nostrils down to the

heart or the navel.

This practice of following corresponds to the three
phases of training mentioned in the suttas: know-
ing the in- and out-breath, the long and short, and
the whole [breath] body. Because these three
phases are closely related to contact, they will be

explained together in the following section.
Contact

Third, contact (phusana). According to the
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Visuddhimagga, this refers to “the place that is
touched” (phuttha-phutthana, the place already
touched), which is the past participle of “to
touch”(phusati).The mindfulness of breathing
takes its meditation object through contact.
Whether one is counting or following the breath,
neither 1s apart from contact. Without contact,
how could we know whether it is an in-breath or
an out-breath? Thus, during the stage of counting,
the meditator continues counting at the point
where the in- and out-breath is felt. The same ap-

plies to the later stages of following and fixing.

The size of the area where the breath makes con-
tact varies from person to person — some feel it
as a small point, while others sense a broader
range. In any case, the meditator should neither try
to change it nor play around with it. Simply keep
the mind closely connected to the meditation ob-

ject, being aware of the in- and out-breath.
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When one can stay focused on the breathing con-
tinuously for about thirty minutes without inter-
ruption and feels that the mind has become steady,
one may then proceed to practice long and short
breaths. Here, “long” and “short” refer to the du-
ration the breath takes to pass through the contact
area. One should not compare whether the previ-
ous or the next breath is longer or shorter— once
such comparisons arise, the mind can easily be-
come distracted. Thus, the Visuddhimagga says:
“One should know that the length of the breath de-
pends on time.” Simply focus on the duration of
the current breath as it passes through [the place

touched], and that is sufficient.

Next is the Entire Body of the Breath. Here, the
“body” (kdya) does not refer to the physical body
in general, but to the “body of the in-breath and
out-breath”. “Body” here carries the meaning of

“accumulation” or “aggregate”. When we speak
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of “the entire body of breath”, it means being
clearly aware of the entire process of the breath as
it moves through the area of contact, without

missing any part of it.

The meditator mentally notes the in-breath or the
out-breath, but does not repeat words rhythmically
such as “in, in, in” or “out, out, out,” nor mentally
label the breath as “beginning, middle, or end.”
(“Beginning, middle, and end” refer to the three
stages of each breath—from its start to its comple-

tion.)

The meditator simply remains aware of the in- and
out-breath within the area of contact, with mind-
fulness and clear comprehension present in every
detail—keeping the mind firmly on its object (fix-
ing the mind on a single place) and knowing

clearly what is happening in the present moment.
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The characteristic of right mindfulness is to at-
tend to the meditation object with clear awareness
in every moment, without losing it—keeping the
mind steady, like a heavy stone settled at the bot-
tom of the water, not floating like a gourd. This
apilapana (non-floating) is the function mindful-
ness performs. If one’s concentration and clear
comprehension are well refined and continuous,

deluded thoughts will have no chance to slip in.
Fixing

Fourth, “abiding (fixing)” (thapanda, setting in
place, keeping). A brief clarification is needed
here regarding the difference between “abiding”

(thapana) and “tranquilizing” (passambhayam).

The suttas speak of “stilling the bodily formation”
or “tranquilizing the bodily formation" (pas-
sambhayam kdya-sankharam). The commentaries

clarify that the entire process—from the labored
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breathing and coarse mind before training, up to
the cessation [of breathing] and subtle mind upon
achieving the fourth jhdna—can be viewed as
tranquilizing (passambhayam). The development
is a gradual, step-by-step process, becoming pro-

gressively finer the further one advances.

However, ‘“absorption” (appand, attaining con-
centration) is different. It generally refers to the
attainment of absorption concentration, such as
the first jhana, second jhana, and even the fourth
jhana. Its meaning is not as broad as “tranquiliz-
ing” (the entire process of calming from coarse to
subtle states of mind). This distinction is some-

thing that requires special attention.

This effect of this tranquilization (stilling) is the
result of the meditator taking hold of the medita-
tion subject. For example, before practicing mind-

fulness of breathing, the mind is coarse. After
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practicing, the bodily formation becomes increas-
ingly subtle, almost imperceptible, sometimes
even difficult to discern. Just as when the body
and mind are agitated, the in-and-out breaths are
coarse; as agitation subsides, it gradually becomes

calm and refined.

It i1s worth noting that the Visuddhimagga also
classifies the stilling of bodily formations into two
types: the stilling of bodily formations in samatha
(serenity), and the stilling of bodily formations in
vipassana (insight). Both share a common
point—namely, the later stages are increasingly
subtle, be it samatha or vipassana. However, the

attainment from each differs.

According to the Mahavihara tradition, the teach-
ers of Samyutta Nikaya, Digha Nikaya and
Majjhima Nikdya held different views. The
Samyutta and Digha teachers maintain that the

stilling of bodily formations in samatha practice
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is: before practicing mindfulness of breathing as a
meditation subject, the bodily formations are
coarse; when one attains access concentration to
the first jhdna, the bodily formations become sub-
tle. When the absorption of the first jhana is at-
tained, the bodily formations are subtler than
those in the access concentration to the first jhana.
In the second-jhana absorption, it is even finer
than first jhana and the access concentrations to
the second jhana, and so on. By the time the ab-
sorption concentration of the fourth jhana is at-
tained, the bodily activity is subtlest, even the in-
and-out breath do not arise. As stated in the Abhi-
dharma Mahavibhasa Sastra: “To still bodily for-
mations means that the breath-winds are made
gradually more and more subtle, until they no

longer arise.”

When “[the object is] not yet grasped”
(apariggahitakale—when it has not yet been
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taken up or possessed), the bodily formation is
coarse; once it has been grasped, the bodily for-
mation becomes calmed (subtle). From the begin-

ning to the end, it gradually becomes subtler.

By focusing attention on the entire process of the
breath, the meditator’s mind gradually unites with
the object. Originally, the entry point for mindful-
ness of breathing is to take the bodily “contact” as
the object. Once concentration has been devel-
oped through repeated practice, the object shifts
from the coarser bodily “contact” to a subtler
mental object through the mind-door—namely the

“sign” (nimitta, the meditation sign).

The arising of the sign occurs apart from the five
sense consciousnesses; it manifests only at the
mind-door when the five senses are no longer
functioning. If the meditator still sees, hears,
smells, tastes, or physically contacts anything—

meaning the five sense consciousnesses are still
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active—then they have already departed from
mind-door concentration and are no longer in ab-
sorption. According to the Abhidhamma explana-
tions of the Theravada tradition, this is described
as the jhana consciousness and its associated
mental factors, which arise solely in the mind-
door as impulsion consciousness (javana citta).
The Abhidharmakosa has always maintained that
“There are no five sense consciousnesses operat-
ing during absorption”. Therefore, absorption oc-
curs exclusively in the mind-door, with no opera-

tion of the five sense doors.

Some meditators feel that the sign wavers or sud-
denly shifts its position. For some, the sign ap-
pears at the philtrum (the area between the nose
and upper lip), for others at the chin, or it may
seem as if the entire body is breathing. The Abhi-
dharma Mahavibhasa Sastra describes this type
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of meditative experience, stating: “When mind-
fulness of the breath is not yet fully developed,
one observes the in-and-out breath as entering and
exiting through the nose. Once mindfulness of the
breath is fully developed, one perceives the pores
of the body, as if like the holes in a lotus root, with
the breath circulating and moving in and out
through them.” This describes this kind of reac-

tions in meditative absorption.

After emerging from absorption, each person’s
depiction and description of the sign may differ.
Some say it resembles a full moon, a garland of
flowers, smoke, or clouds etc. These are all born
from perception, with perception as their cause
and root. Various differing perceptions give rise to
various differing signs. I remember that Master
Yongming Yanshou of China once said in the
Zongjing Lu (Record of the Source Mirror, { 5%
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§2 5% ) in Chinese) that “In terms of the contem-
plative method, the mind views objects as though
they were physically present. Although these are
provisionally established as illusory forms, they
are all manifestations generated by the mind. This
1s exemplified by the sixteen methods of contem-
plation established in the Amitayus Contemplation
Sutra ( (EH%% ) in Chinese), such as the visu-
alization of the sun and the visualization of wa-
ter.” In terms of the actual contemplative practice,
these are conceptual constructions created by per-
ception—*"“they are all manifestations generated
by the mind.” Therefore, the names, images, and
concepts are not that important. What matters is
that they serve as a meditation object for the med-

itator’s mind to rest upon.

Mindfulness of breathing begins with contact as
its entry point. Through further practice, it trans-

forms into the sign within the mind-door. During



Concentration of the Mindfulness of Breathing 97

this process of transition, some meditators may
notice that the breath or the sign appears and dis-
appears intermittently, sometimes seeming pre-
sent, sometimes absent. If you find yourself una-
ble to perceive the breath or the contact area, do
not deliberately make the breath coarse, and do
not abandon the contact area to search for another
meditation object. In fact, the sign is not separate
from the breath or the area of contact. If the prac-
tice 1s correct, being mindful of the breath 1s sim-
ultaneously being mindful of the sign; being
mindful of the sign is also being mindful of the
breath. When the breath and the sign become uni-
fied, it can be sustained for half an hour, one or
two hours, or even longer. When the sign becomes
stable, the meditator can then direct their attention

entirely to the sign.

As the sign arises, that very moment calls for even

greater cultivation of one’s mindfulness and clear
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comprehension. There are seven methods to pro-
tect the sign, just as one would carefully safeguard
the womb of a mother bearing a Wheel-Turning

Monarch.

The seven methods of protecting the sign are: be-
ing mindful and protective at all times in one’s
dwelling, one’s sphere of activity, conversations,
people [one associates with], food, climate, and
the four modes of deportment, to make the sign
increasingly firm and stable, until attaining ab-
sorption concentration (appanda samdadhi). In an-
cient China, there were also examples of Chan pa-
triarchs who, after awakening, lived in forests and

by water to “nurture the sacred embryo.”

When samatha (serenity) is initially developed
and achieved, there 1s what is called “immature
concentration” (taruno samdadhi, tender or young
concentration). Similarly, when vipassana (in-

sight) is first developed and achieved, there is also
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what is known as “immature insight” (taruna
vipassand, tender or young insight). Both stages
represent a “young and immature experience” for
the meditator, requiring special protection. With-
out this layer of careful guarding and sustaining,

it may be unfavorable to the practitioner.

When the sign appears, do not pay attention to its
color, or try to distinguish the characteristics of its
four great elements. Simply settle the mind stead-

ily on the sign itself.

The word “simply” is anything but simple in prac-
tice. A meditative life should ideally be as simple
as possible, but unfortunately, most people cannot
adapt to this kind of “simplicity” right away. Due
to ingrained habits, they are unwilling to be alone,
and driven by excessive desires, they tend to cling
to external objects, whether inner or outer, past,
present, or future. In short, when the perception

aggregate flourish and one constantly changes the
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object [of attention], this is exactly a sign of rest-
lessness. How difficult it is to fix the mind on one

place!

By stabilizing the mind with access concentration,
one subdues the five hindrances, and the sign is
accomplished. If one wishes the sign to be even
more stable, the meditator can practice the ten
skillful means of absorption and the five master-
ies. Mastery is also mentioned in the Satyasiddhi
Sastra (True Attainment Treatise), although there

it is presented as only three masteries.

B. Practice of Vipassana

Counting, following, contact, and fixing [the
mind], belong to samatha (serenity), while ob-
serving, turning away, and purifying belong to

vipassana (insight) and its results.
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The cultivation of vipassand in the Visud-
dhimagga is entirely explained through the five
purifications which is the body of wisdom,
namely, 1) purification of view, 2) purification by
overcoming doubt, 3) purification by knowledge
and vision of path and not path, 4) purification by
knowledge and vision of the way, and 5) purifica-
tion by knowledge and vision. The two purifica-
tions of morality and concentration, which pre-
cede the five purifications of the body of wisdom,

are the roots of the body of wisdom.

The body of wisdom grows in dependence on the
root of wisdom, and the root of wisdom must, in
turn, depend on the soil of wisdom in order to
grow, sprout, and eventually blossom and bear
fruit. The soil of wisdom refers to the wisdom
gained through hearing—the “thoroughly inquire
and become well-acquainted” —regarding the ag-

gregates, sense bases, elements, faculties, truths,
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and dependent origination. In the practice of
mindfulness of breathing, such thorough inquiry
(paripuccha) means asking questions concerning
the meditation subject of mindfulness of breath-
ing. Therefore, it is one of the five sections for one
practicing mindfulness of breathing, which are:
undertaking, thorough inquiry, establishing, ab-
sorption, and characteristic. These are explained

in detail in the Visuddhimagga.

Wisdom gained through hearing serves as the
foundation for actual practice (morality, concen-
tration, and wisdom). It is acquired through in-
quiry and by receiving guidance from a good
teacher, allowing one to grasp the essential points
of the meditation subjects one is about to practice.
As the Chinese translation of the Saman-
tapasadika [Buddhaghosa's commentary on the
Vinaya Pitaka ] says: “Just as the tracks of an ele-

phant are easy to follow, preventing one from
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straying from the right path, it is similar for attain-
ing the path or attaining jhana. Why so? For such
a practitioner follows clear instructions.” The
same analogy appears in the Visuddhimagga
within the section on meditation subjects, where it
1s explained in greater detail. This “thoroughly in-
quire and become well-acquainted” is not limited
to mindfulness of breathing as a meditation sub-
ject—it applies universally and can serve as a val-

uable reference.
Observing

The previous section has explained “abiding” .
We now come to “observing” (sallakkhand). Sal-
lakkhana carries the meaning of discerning and
penetrating. It belongs to vipassand (vi+passana).
The prefix “vi-” signifies differentiation and anal-
ysis, while “passana@” means observing or seeing.
In the transmitted version of Asvaghosas

Mahayana sraddhotpada Sdstra (Awakening of
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Faith in the Mahayana), it states: “That which is
called observing refers to the discrimination of the
arising and passing away of phenomena due to
conditions, which accords with the meaning of
vipassana.” The Treatise on the Meaning of
Mahayana also states:

“The foreign term is vipassand, which is trans-
lated as ‘observation’ here; to investigate and dis-
cern phenomena is called ‘observation’.” So, gen-
erally speaking, vipassand encompasses mean-
ings such as discrimination, investigation, dis-

cernment, and observation.

In Buddhism, some advocate using concentration
as the foundation for vipassana, while others hold
that samatha is not necessary, and one can prac-
tice vipassana directly, such as a type of practi-
tioner known as “dry insight meditators” (sukkha-

vipassaka), who lack the “moisture” of meditative
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absorption. However, once such a meditator at-
tains the path and fruition knowledge after the ac-
complishment of vipassana (insight), [that reali-
zation] still involves the combination of samatha
and vipassana, [with samatha attainment] equiv-

alent to the first jhana.

However, according to the records found in Indian
Buddhist Sravakayana and Mahayana siitras and
treatises, as well as in the writings and discourses
of many great masters throughout history—such
as Master Zhiyi of the Tiantai school and Master
Tsongkhapa of Tibet etc.—it is generally held that
one should first cultivate concentration, followed

by vipassana.

Now, our explanation follows the Visuddhimagga
of the Theravada Tradition. The first stage of cul-
tivating vipassand, “purification of view” (ditthi-
visuddhi) also requires concentration as its foun-

dation, meaning that the contemplation of name-
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and-form can only be done after emerging from
attainment (samdpatti). The Abhidharmakosa
says: “The siitras say this pertains to the higher
training of the mind, for the supreme purity of
mind is the four absorptions (dhyanas). Why is it
called absorptions? It is because through this sa-
matha, one is able to contemplate. To contemplate
is to truly know, just as it is said that when the
mind is in concentration, it can know things as

they really are.”

Kumarajiva’s translation of the Buddhas Last
Teaching Siitra likewise states:

“Because the mind 1s in concentration, it is able to
comprehend the phenomena of arising and pass-
ing away in the world.” In fact, these teachings all
come from scriptures. As the Blessed One said to
the monks in the Samyutta Nikdaya of the Thera-
vada tradition: “Bhikkhus! You should cultivate
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concentration! Bhikkhus! A bhikkhu who has at-
tained concentration knows things as they really
are.” This quoted passage appears multiple times
in the Visuddhimagga. That concentration is the
foundation for vipassand is taught in the scrip-
tures and is later widely found in various com-

mentaries.
Name-and-form and Dependent Origination

The grasp of name-and-form and dependent orig-
ination plays a crucial role in the success or failure

of practicing vipassand.

In the Compendium of Abhidhamma, “Chapter 9:
Compendium of Meditation Subjects for Vipas-
sana” provides a definition for “purification of
view” and “purification by overcoming doubt.” It
states: “Grasping name-and-form through their in-
dividual characteristics, functions, manifestation,

and proximate causes is called purification of
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view. Grasping the conditions of name-and-form

is called purification by overcoming doubt.”

The Visuddhimagga states: “Seeing name-and-
form accurately is Purification of View.” A practi-
tioner of vipassana must “see accurately”
(yathava-dassanam) the individual characteris-
tics, functions (taste), manifestation, and proxi-
mate conditions of the mind, mental factors, the

four great elements, and the derived matter.

In the Abhidharmakosa, it 1s said: “The individual
intrinsic nature of body, feeling, mind, and phe-
nomena are called individual characteristics. That
all conditioned things are impermanent, all defiled
things are suffering, and all phenomena are empty

and non-self are called universal characteristics.”

The commentator Dharmapala, in his commen-

tary on the Digha Nikaya [Sumangalavilasini-
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tikd], states: “The characteristics of ultimate real-
ities [paramattha-dhamma] are of two kinds: in-
dividual characteristics and universal characteris-
tics. Understanding of individual characteristics is
knowledge through direct experience, while un-
derstanding of wuniversal characteristics is

knowledge through inference.”

Understanding and seeing name-and-form and de-
pendent origination as they really are is the essen-
tial foundation for the arising of the knowledge of
arising and passing away. When a meditator can
discern the characteristics, functions, manifesta-
tions, and proximate causes of material phenom-
ena (ripa) or mental phenomena (nama) as they
arise, this is seeing as it really is (purification of
view). If one further understands the causal rela-
tionships of these phenomena, then this is
knowledge as it really is (purification of overcom-
ing doubt). Thus, it can be said: “Without knowing
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the individual characteristics, it is difficult to un-
derstand the universal characteristics.” One can-
not simply imagine and generalize that everything
is impermanent, suffering, and non-self (universal
characteristics). Any conceptual thinking or as-
sumption may temporarily suppress defilements,
but it cannot eventually eradicate them at their

1root.

It is like a doctor who does not know the source
of a disease, nor does he diagnose it based on its
(individual) characteristics to look for its cause,
yet he assumes that all illnesses are empty and im-
permanent. A cold is impermanent, heart disease
1s impermanent, and AIDS is also impermanent.
From the perspective of universal characteristics,
this may seem correct, but the causes and symp-
toms of the diseases are after all different. The
causes of diseases are different, so if one indis-

criminately treats the universal characteristics as
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the individual characteristics, and applies the
same prescription with the same method for all

diseases, will it work?

A well-trained good doctor should first diagnose
based on the symptoms. Only after understanding
the cause of the illness, he prescribes the appro-
priate remedy. The truth of the origin of suffering
in the four noble truths, addresses and explains the
proximate causes for the manifestation of each
phenomenon, understanding from where the
causes originate. It resolves the causes on the spot

where they arise.

It’s like noticing a bad odor in a house and later
discovering that a dead rat is the cause. After a few
days, the decaying carcass produces an unbeara-
ble stench. How would you deal with it? [ imagine
you would start by finding the cause, right? The
smell is the effect; every effect has a cause—and

the cause, in this case, is a rotting dead rat.
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But if instead you only know the principle—*this
is impermanent, this is suffering, this is non-
self>—and never look for the real problem or re-
move it at the root, and simply sit there imagining,
‘this smell is impermanent, is suffering, is non-
self,” let me ask you: will the odor vanish just be-
cause you “imagine” it away?” It will not. Since
the cause has not been addressed, the odor (the ef-
fect) remains. An “effect” arises from a specific
“cause”, but not every “cause” can produce a par-
ticular “effect”. For example, a mango is the fruit
of a mango tree—it arises from the mango’s spe-

cific cause; the fruit comes from its cause.

Similarly, not just any cause can produce that foul
odor (the smell of a dead rat). Since the odor is an
effect, it must have a specific cause—the dead rat.
Therefore, we must first identify the proper cause
and deal with it. If we then use fragrances or per-

fumes to fumigate the space, the odor will quickly
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disappear.

Accomplishment of Purification of View and

Purification by Overcoming Doubt

When a meditator has ascertained name-and-form
and relinquished “worldly conceptions” (loka-sa-
marfinaya) such as sentient beings and persons,
transcending the delusion regarding sentient be-
ings, and placing the mind on a state free from de-
lusion, he is certain that “there is only name-and-
form, no sentient being or persons.” At that mo-

ment, there is neither you nor me.

Just as many parts come together to form what we
call a “car,” the aggregation of the five aggregates
gives rise to the conventional names “human be-

99 ¢¢

ing,” “sentient being,” or “person.” These are all
nominal designations. According to the ultimate
truth, there is neither you nor I, no human being,

no sentient being, no person. One sees only the
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five aggregates (nama-riipa), like bundled reeds
leaning on each other. This is the accomplishment
of the purification of view, and thus one who has
attained purification of view possesses ‘“‘seeing

things as they really are” (yvatha-bhiita-dassana).

And how about purification of overcoming doubt?
One who has achieved purification by overcoming
doubt is able to grasp the causal conditions of
name-and-form, truly understanding what cause
brings about what effect. One no longer falls into
views of annihilation, eternalism, or views of one-
ness or other-ness, etc. This is what is meant by
“when this exists, that exists,” and so on. One cuts
off doubts concerning the three periods of time.
This is “full knowledge of the known” (7idta-
pariniia), also known as “the knowledge of the
stability of Dhamma,” “knowledge of things as

they really are,” and “right view.”



Concentration of the Mindfulness of Breathing 115

Once one has attained the knowledge of full un-
derstanding, one then begins to practice the in-
sight knowledge of arising and passing away
(udayabbayanupassana-nana) through observing
impermanence, suffering, and non-self, the three
common characteristics, in his observation of
name-and-form. If this knowledge of arising and
passing away is cultivated and accomplished in
this life, the subsequent insight knowledges, such
as the knowledge of dissolution (bhanganupas-
sand-nana) up to the knowledge of equanimity re-
garding formations (sankharupekkha-niana) can

also be learned.

Those with good past-life accumulations [of
merit] (paramis) can achieve path and fruition
knowledge (magga-phala-iiGna) in this very life.
Alternatively, there are also meditators who, hav-
ing in past lives made the vow to be the Buddha’s

disciples for countless lifetimes, or to follow the



116

bodhisattva path, do not attain the path and frui-
tion after achieving the knowledge of equanimity
regarding formations (sankharupekkhda-riana).
Cultivating to the knowledge of equanimity re-
garding formations (sankharupekkha-niana) is the
description of the Tambapanni School in the Ther-
avada tradition, while the Sarvastivada School of
the northern tradition refers to this state as “dwell-

ing at the peak without falling.”

V. Words of Encouragement

The seven-day meditation retreat is finally draw-
ing to a close. Time has been short, so I can only
give a general and brief explanation, based on
what I have learned, on the concepts of samatha
and vipassana from the Visuddhimagga. Those
who are interested can use this as a starting point
to explore and discover a method that works best

for them.
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Practicing samatha and vipassand requires con-
tinuous and repeated practice over time until it be-
comes a habit. This is the most effective approach.
It is not easy for people of the Later Period of the
Dharma to follow an experienced and ideal
teacher—either one cannot bear to live there any-
more or there are other conditions that prevent one
from staying for long. Now, since you are in a
Buddhist institute, this is a good environment for
studying the Dharma (for listening and reflect-
ing), a fertile “field of wisdom.” Make the most of
these years to thoroughly study the teaching of the
Buddha or the theory of samatha and vipassana.
Later, when you have the opportunity to fully de-
vote yourself to the practice of samatha and vipas-
sana, you will be able to avoid many unnecessary

detours.

Finally, I would like to share my personal reflec-

tions on learning—"Five Contemplations for the
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Journey of Learning ”— as encouragement for

cveryonce:

1. Associate with good teachers, pay attention to
their expertise and the transmission of their expe-
rience. Mastering this principle will be endlessly

beneficial.

2. Pride invites loss, while humility brings gain.
When attending a teacher’s instruction, one
should put aside personal opinions and devote
oneself fully to learning the methods being taught.
Unless explicitly permitted by the teacher, previ-

ous practices or methods are a separate matter.

3. When you have found a good teacher, learned
new methods, and gained a richer insight into
learning experiences, you should not casually be-
little or slander your previous teachers and their
methods. It is a time for learning, not a time for

“showing off.” The view of the frog in the well
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sees no more than the circle above; if you don't
know something, admit you don't know it, and
never expand the scope of your ignorance. Fur-
thermore, learning is not just about right and
wrong, true and false. It is also worthwhile to
learn to adopt a ‘reserved’ attitude. This is to avoid
creating unnecessary obstacles in your pursuit of
learning, committing unwholesome speech, and

forming harmful karmic connections.

4. Maintain objectivity and avoid “exclusivity” as
much as possible. Dedication in study is essential,
yet exclusivity is a mistake. Do not treat the
teacher or method you admire as the sole path.
Otherwise, the path is very likely to become nar-
rower and more difficult the further you go, being
carried away by emotions, and causing you to lose

many opportunities for learning and practice.
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5. In your journey of learning, you might as well
create beautiful memories for yourself! Every-
thing should have a beginning and an end, just like
an article. It cannot just be one with a series of
commas and pauses and ends sloppily without a
period. Making a lot of noise like thunder but pro-
ducing little rain—these are all bad habits to avoid

during your journey of learning.
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' Sutra of Buddha’s Bequeathed Teaching f{#i& 2k
' Walshe, Maurice. Digha Nikaya 22,
Mahasatipatthana Sutta. Boston, Wisdom Publica-
tions, 1995.

i Bhikkhu Nanamoli. Visuddhimagga (The Path of
Purification), Chapter VIII, No. 152. Kandy, Sri
Lanka, Buddhist Publication Society, 2010.
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