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Foreword

THIS BOOK SERVES as a bridge—as a conduit to the traditional teachings of the Buddha that are outlined in the suttas, the Visuddhimagga, and my book Knowing and Seeing. My wish is that more practitioners will apply these suggestions in order to attain jhāna and go on to complete the entire Buddhist path. Obtaining and applying the concentration of the jhānas allows the student to progress more quickly and deeply through the vipassanā portion of the Buddhist path. The jhāna practice itself, however, has its own inherent value as a path of purification, the same one undertaken by the Buddha himself.

Many years ago, my teacher told me to plant the seed of this teaching in the West. This book serves to water this seed and help it flower. I wholeheartedly recommend it to all who are drawn to the jhānas and to all who seek to practice the Buddhist path as the Buddha lived and taught it.

Stephen Snyder and Tina Rasmussen (Ayya Pesala) know what they write about in this book, personally, through their own direct experience as practitioners and dedicated yogis. Both of them worked diligently under my direct guidance to attain mastery of the eight jhānas and the additional meditation practices.

—PA AUK SAYADAW


Preface

FOR NEARLY twenty-six hundred years, Buddhist meditation masters have painstakingly preserved the rich meditation practice of absorption concentration called jhāna. We are fortunate to have a modern jhāna master—the Venerable Pa Auk Sayadaw—who through his books and retreats has made the Buddha’s teachings more accessible to meditators both within his native country of Myanmar (Burma) and around the world.

In 2005, we undertook a two-month jhāna retreat with the Venerable Pa Auk Sayadaw in Middletown, California. This book is an offering of our experiences with the samatha practice, as we learned it under the direct and personal guidance of the Venerable Pa Auk Sayadaw. We are not Buddhist scholars or historians and have written this book based on our direct experience as dedicated practitioners.

This book is designed to be used in conjunction with the Sayadaw’s book Knowing and Seeing, which is an excellent reference that details all three aspects of Buddhist practice: sīla, samatha, and vipassanā. We also encourage you to read the suttas and the Visuddhimagga yourself.

In this book, we focus primarily on the samatha portion of the path. Our intent is to, in some small way, bridge the gap between the traditional Buddhist teachings and the conceptual and practical understanding of concentration meditation shared by modern practitioners. For those drawn to this exquisite practice and this book, we wish you many blessings on your path of purification.
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History of the Jhānas

WHEN THE BODHISATTVA Siddhārtha could no longer resist the inner call of liberation, he left behind his family and the luxury of palace life. Shaving off his hair and beard, he donned the robes of a samana—a wandering religious seeker. He went to study with the few select teachers of his day who were accomplished in the concentration practices of jhāna, which led to purification of mind. First, Siddhārtha went to Alara Kalama, from whom he learned the first material jhāna through the seventh immaterial jhāna (the base of nothingness). Despite these attainments, Siddhārtha continued his pursuit and sought out Uddaka Ramaputta to learn and practice the highest attainment of the day—the eighth immaterial jhāna (the base of neither perception nor nonperception). Completing these attainments was the foundation for the bodhisattva’s path to eventual Buddhahood.1

Over the next forty years, the Buddha gave many public talks, or “suttas,” which were memorized and orally transmitted from monastic to monastic for hundreds of years. The suttas were then transcribed into writing as the Pāli Canon. In many suttas, the Buddha repeatedly encourages seekers of liberation to take up the practice of jhāna. A few hundred years later, Bhadantacariya Buddhagosa compiled a detailed meditation manual entitled the Visuddhimagga2 (The Path of Purification), which describes the specifics of many forms of Buddhist meditation practice, including the jhānas.

The story of the jhānas is a long one, so ancient that it predates written history and even Buddhism itself. It is worth knowing, if for no other reason than to demonstrate the durability of this practice over the millennia and its worthiness to remain as a pillar of our modern Buddhist practices—not as a supplemental or side practice, or something done for fun or for blissful spiritual experiences, but because it has been done through the ages as a foundational method for purifying the mind.

As in the old days, many modern Buddhists feel drawn to emulate the meditative path of the Buddha himself. Those of us who see the Buddha not only as a cherished icon but also as an actual role model for how we should practice can harbor very little doubt that concentration meditation in the pursuit of jhāna is warranted. Some people believe that the demanding requirements of practicing the jhānas according to the suttas and the Visuddhimagga make it a lofty goal, beyond actual reach. You may even believe that it is unlikely, if not impossible, to attain the jhānas as described in the instructions outlined in the Visuddhimagga. Fortunately, we have in our time a meditation master—in the person of the Venerable Pa Auk Sayadaw—whose voluminous books on the Buddha’s path over his long and distinguished career have made these once obscure teachings more accessible. We believe that with his traditional presentation and the historical basis for jhāna practice, coupled with firsthand experiential pointers, modern practitioners can undertake this rigorous form of concentration practice and indeed make progress in the purification of mind.

For us, one of the primary reasons for undertaking concentration practice was the Buddha’s own path. In reading a broad selection of the suttas, you will find that the Buddha mentions jhāna over and over. Why was it so important to him? We wanted to find out for ourselves, as do an increasing number of meditators today.

At the time of the Buddha, nearly twenty-six hundred years ago, jhāna practice was widespread. The young prince Siddhārtha first experienced jhāna when meditating as a young boy. “I recall once when my father the Shakyan was working, and I was sitting in the cool shade of a rose-apple tree, then quite withdrawn from sensuality, withdrawn from unskillful mental qualities—I entered and remained in the first jhāna.”3

When Siddhārtha undertook the ascetic life in search of spiritual awakening, one of the first practices in which he engaged was concentration meditation and the rigorous practice of the jhānas.4 Throughout his long life, the Buddha cited samatha practice extensively as an essential part of the path of practice. In fact, entering jhāna was not only the Buddha’s final meditative practice but also the final action of his life:

Then the Blessed One addressed the monks, “Now then, [monastics], I exhort you: All fabrications are subject to decay. Bring about completion by being heedful.” Those were the Tathagata’s last words. Then the Blessed One entered the first jhāna.5

His final action was to enter each of the jhānas sequentially from the first through the eighth (four material jhānas and four immaterial jhānas). He then descended from the eighth jhāna in reverse order to the first jhāna and again entered the first, second, third, and fourth material jhānas. “Emerging from the fourth jhāna, he immediately was totally unbound.”6

Clearly, the Buddha was a supremely realized meditator. He could have elected to do any of a number of sophisticated spiritual practices at the time of his death. The fact that he entered jhāna as his last act speaks strongly to us. Through not only his words but also his actions, the Buddha demonstrated the importance of jhāna at every stage of a meditator’s practice—all the way through to full enlightenment.

A number of teachers currently offer concentration meditation retreats and teachings. Not surprisingly, these teachings are not all presented in the same way. Although there may be many approaches, this book focuses on concentration practice as referenced in numerous suttas of the Buddha and detailed more specifically in the Visuddhimagga as presented by the Venerable Pa Auk Sayadaw of Pa Auk Monastery, Myanmar (Burma). Our book is designed to be used in conjunction with the Venerable Pa Auk Sayadaw’s book Knowing and Seeing,7 which provides very detailed and specific explanations of every step of the practice, the details of which we will not repeat here.

In this book, we share with you pointers from our direct experience—the experience of two contemporary American practitioners who completed the entire samatha path (including the eight jhānas and related practices) under the personal and rigorous guidance of the Venerable Pa Auk Sayadaw during a two-month retreat in Middletown, California, in March and April of 2005. We provide an overview of the samatha practice, from its basic beginnings as mindfulness of breathing to its culmination as a doorway to the vipassanā practice. You will find this book relevant if you are interested in samatha as a daily practice for cultivating serenity and insight, if you are called to undertake a more extended period of practice to attempt to access the depths that may be experienced in the material and immaterial jhānas, or if you are interested in the further practices of samatha. We’ve used the terms samatha and concentration meditation practice interchangeably.

We believe that one reason modern yogis have found these very rigorous jhānas so challenging a practice is because of confusion about the practical steps that are necessary for attainment. We’ve also noticed that many people have an underdeveloped conceptual understanding of the jhānas’ purpose and that people sometimes misapply the concentrated meditative energy. Our aim is to support your understanding of this practice as the purification of mind and do our best to clarify these issues and misunderstandings. In this spirit, we offer this book—in gratitude to the Buddhist community for all it has given us—as a bridge between modern practitioners and traditional Buddhist teachings.
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Samatha Practice: The Purification of Mind

WE WOULD LIKE to begin by setting this chapter in the context of the entire path of practice as outlined by the Buddha and preserved in the Theravada tradition. The path to liberation includes three stages:

1. ethical behavior or morality (sīla)

2. concentration or serenity (samatha)

3. insight (vipassanā)

Ethical behavior lays the foundation for the other practices. The majority of this book focuses on the samatha practice, of which the possibility of experiencing the jhāna absorptions is a part. In undertaking concentration practice, you will inevitably encounter hindrances and attachments. Although these may seem like obstacles to the practice, working with them actually is the practice, when you understand that samatha is designed for purification of mind. How do you know if you are “doing” the practice? Often you know because you are encountering hindrances. This is, in fact, a common beginning stage of engaging the practice of purifying the mind. Purification of mind can be likened to the clearing of a cloudy glass of water. At first, there are particles of dirt floating throughout the water. Over time, with stillness, the particles settle, revealing a clear, sparkling, pure glass of water.

Vipassanā is the third segment of the Buddha’s teachings. Through vipassanā practices, it is possible to see beyond what is available to the normal sense perceptions. As meditative capacity deepens, the yogi can see directly into the nature of reality.

PRELIMINARY PRACTICES OF SĪLA

Whether you are practicing at home or on a retreat, it is essential to develop the wholesome moral ground from which the possibility of jhāna exploration can most readily commence. The eight precepts and the five precepts, listed below, can be considered as training guidelines that support all aspects of spiritual practice.

Jhānas are a highly specialized meditative undertaking. Daily samatha practice can be a wonderful means for cultivating serenity, developing concentration, and beginning to purify the mind. An in-depth exploration of the practice requires a minimum of ten days to several months on retreat.

The Venerable Pa Auk Sayadaw requires retreatants to adopt the eight precepts, or at a minimum the five precepts. Householders are encouraged to adopt a modified version of the five precepts. The precepts are taken as an act of virtue, a wholesomeness of person, intention, and spirit. Wholesomeness promotes successful ānāpānasati meditation and the possibility of jhāna. Inviting wholesomeness and turning away from unwholesome thoughts and actions is absolutely vital to purifying the mind. If you are too distracted by attractions and aversions, concentration practice is not as productive as it could be. There are numerous counterproductive actions that may appear harmless but that do distract the awareness in a way that erodes the practice. Some examples include small amounts of talking, frequently evaluating your practice, and obsessing about food. You need to allow the precepts into your deepest level of intention and aspiration. You must honor the spirit and meaning of the precepts as a way of cultivating the ground for concentration practice.

Eight Precepts (for Use on Retreat)

1. I undertake the precept to refrain from harming living creatures.

2. I undertake the precept to refrain from taking that which is not given.

3. I undertake the precept to refrain from all sexual activity.

4. I undertake the precept to refrain from incorrect speech.

5. I undertake the precept to refrain from consuming intoxicating drinks and drugs.

6. I undertake the precept to refrain from eating during the forbidden time (that is, after twelve o’clock noon).

7. I undertake the precept to refrain from dancing, singing, listening to music, going to see entertainment, wearing garlands, using perfumes, and beautifying the body with cosmetics.

8. I undertake the precept to refrain from lying on a high or luxurious seat or sleeping place.

The Magga-vibhanga Sutta defines refraining from incorrect speech as “abstaining from lying, abstaining from divisive speech, abstaining from abusive speech, abstaining from idle chatter.”1 Idle chatter, both external and internal, must be silenced during a concentration retreat.

Meditators usually take the precepts at the beginning of a retreat. To the extent feasible, honoring and applying as many of the precepts as possible prior to the retreat lays a wholesome groundwork for purification of mind as found in the samatha practice. A wholesome mind seeks and expresses wholesome actions.

The precepts can be modified to fit the life of a householder while living a worldly life, as is common with modern practitioners. Undertaking these precepts on an ongoing basis is a practice in itself, revealing areas of attachment, aversion, and delusion in your daily life. For example, suppose you apply the first precept (to refrain from harming living creatures) to your day-to-day life. Certainly there are obvious dietary questions. Should you be a vegetarian? What if your family pet becomes ill with terminal cancer? Do you put your pet down? When insects invade your home, do you exterminate them? What if your country is invaded by hostile forces? Do you support your country’s military in defending itself? These are the types of issues that challenge you to engage the precepts and live them more deeply. Living with consciousness of your deepest intentions cultivates wholesomeness in an ongoing way.

Five Precepts (as Used by Many Modern Buddhists)

1. I undertake the precept to refrain from harming living creatures.

2. I undertake the precept to refrain from taking that which is not given.

3. I undertake the precept to refrain from harming others through sexual activity.

4. I undertake the precept to refrain from incorrect speech.

5. I undertake the precept to refrain from clouding the mind by consuming intoxicating drinks and drugs that lead to carelessness.

THE FOUR NOBLE TRUTHS

The seminal teaching of the Buddha is the Four Noble Truths:

1. the fact that there is suffering and unsatisfactoriness in life

2. the origin of suffering

3. the cessation of suffering

4. the way to achieve the cessation of suffering

The Noble Truths are the subject of extensive teaching in Buddhism. We refer you to Walpola Rahula’s book What the Buddha Taught2 for a more detailed overview of the Four Noble Truths and the Eightfold Path than we will present here.

To summarize, the unsatisfactoriness that is inevitable in life comes from our attachments—grasping or rejecting what is occurring. We suffer when we desire something that we do not obtain or receive the desired object and then either lose it or want more than was received. The origin of suffering is complex. Simply put, it is the belief that the five aggregates—materiality, sensations, perceptions, mental formations, and consciousness—are “me.” The average person takes the aggregates as an individual “me”—a separate and distinct self. This imagined identity then seeks to reinforce itself both internally and externally, creating more grasping and attachment. This sense of a “me” also regards the thoughts as coming from an identity. Cessation of suffering, as taught by the Buddha, is becoming free of this delusion that there is an “I.” We become free by practicing the Eightfold Path.

THE EIGHTFOLD PATH

1. wise view

2. wise intention

3. wise speech

4. wise action

5. wise livelihood

6. wise effort

7. wise mindfulness

8. wise concentration3

As with the Four Noble Truths, entire books have been written about the Eightfold Path. Since teaching the Eightfold Path is not our purpose, we will not detail it here. However, it is important to note that the Buddha repeatedly defines the last element of the Eightfold Path—wise concentration—as jhāna.4

SAMATHA PRACTICE OVERVIEW

The word samatha can be translated as “tranquility” or “serenity.” In the samatha practices, our primary task is to focus on one object to the exclusion of everything else—in other words, to develop concentration. The Buddha taught more than forty meditation objects for samatha practice, which are described in detail in the Visuddhimagga. The most widely used of these objects is the natural breath as found in the ānāpānasati meditation practice.

Why would we want to focus on a particular object of awareness to the exclusion of all else? Why would the Buddha have designed these practices? When we attempt to focus awareness on a particular object, one of the first things to happen is that we can’t do it. The mind keeps going to other things—thoughts of the past or future, distractions in our environment such as sounds or physical discomfort, and so on. These difficulties, called hindrances, are described later in this chapter. Undertaking this process is useful because the same hindrances that occur when we are meditating also occur in our everyday lives—and ultimately cause us to suffer. This brings us back to the Four Noble Truths—that life inevitably presents us with unsatisfactoriness and that there is a way to meet those inevitable occurrences without mental suffering.

The genius of the samatha portion of the Buddhist path is that it builds our capacity to focus awareness rather than allowing our awareness to be continually distracted and prone to the causes of suffering. Every time we bring our awareness back to our object, we are “building the muscle” of concentration. This can be likened to lifting a twenty-pound weight. When we first lift the weight, perhaps we can’t do it very well. Maybe we can’t lift it all the way, or we can lift it only a few times before we are overcome with fatigue and need to stop. But each time we lift the weight, we build the muscle. With many repetitions, over time and with consistency, our capacity increases. Eventually, the twenty-pound weight no longer feels heavy because our capacity has increased so much.

In samatha practice, we build our capacity in the same way. Every single time we realize that our awareness has strayed from our object and we bring our awareness back, we are building our capacity to be free from the suffering of life, both large and small. Let’s say we are driving in traffic and someone cuts us off. We have a choice: We can allow our awareness to linger over the incident, rehashing the anger or frustration for five minutes. Or, with skillful concentration, we can turn away from that distraction and simply let go. Powerful concentration is an antidote to the hindrances, not only on the meditation cushion but in everyday life. In turn, this concentration and ability to turn away result in a serenity that would not otherwise be possible.

Ultimately, when concentration is honed to a laserlike focus, it enables awareness to penetrate beyond the everyday perception of reality. What do we mean by “laserlike focus”? Settling and stillness accompany deepening concentration. As the mind settles from its habitual chatter, a number of new perceptual capabilities can emerge. When the clutter of compulsive thought is cleared away, the light of awareness becomes powerfully bright. This brightness turned inward in the samatha practice allows access to the immaterial realms that a cluttered mind cannot attain. In vipassanā, when this brightness is turned toward materiality (the physical world) or mentality (thought forms), these can be perceived and experienced in their unconditioned form, without the overlay of conceptual conditioned thought. In this way, concentration can enable us to perceive beyond our everyday, relative reality to the ultimate reality spoken of in mystical traditions throughout the ages. Just as an actual laser beam (which is made of highly coherent light) can penetrate steel, laserlike awareness can penetrate through our conditioned perception of materiality and mentality.

Ānāpānasati Meditation Instructions

In undertaking the ānāpānasati meditation practice, the Venerable Pa Auk Sayadaw references the Mahsatipatthana Sutta, Dīgha Nikāya 22,5 and gives the following instructions in his book Knowing and Seeing. We have paraphrased it as follows:

Monastics—here in this teaching, a monastic, having gone to the forest or to the foot of a tree or to an empty place, sits down cross-legged and keeps the body erect and establishes mindfulness on the meditative object; only mindfully one breathes in and only mindfully one breathes out.

1. Breathing in a long breath one knows, “I am breathing in a long breath,” or breathing out a long breath one knows, “I am breathing out a long breath.”

2. Breathing in a short breath one knows, “I am breathing in a short breath,” or breathing out a short breath one knows, “I am breathing out a short breath.”

3. “Experiencing the whole breath body I breathe in,” thus one trains oneself, and, “Experiencing the whole breath body I breathe out,” thus one trains oneself.

4. “Calming the breath body I breathe in,” thus one trains oneself, and “Calming the breath body I breathe out,” thus one trains oneself. (See Dīgha Nikāya, 22.)

To put this into modern language, we offer the following instructions:

Seat yourself in an upright posture, with your spine straight, your shoulder blades relaxed down your back toward the floor, and your hands comfortably on your legs or in your lap. With eyes closed, allow your attention to be lightly placed where you notice the movement of breath between the nostrils and upper lip—the “ānāpāna spot.” The object of meditation is the breath. You are to know the breath, as it passes the ānāpāna spot, on each inhalation and exhalation.

When the attention wanders from knowing the breath as it moves across the ānāpāna spot, gently return it, without judgment or self-criticism.

One method of concentrating awareness is to count breaths. The Sayadaw suggests counting from one to eight and back down from eight to one, with each progressive inhalation and exhalation as a unit. For example, a single in-breath and a single out-breath is one. Once concentration begins unifying, you can drop the counting if you like.

Another method to develop concentrated awareness is to notice the length of the breath, long or short. This is not a mental evaluation but an aware knowing. It is also not “noting,” as in associating a word to the knowing. Simply, upon the in-breath, you know whether it is long or short. Upon the out-breath, you know whether it is long or short. As with counting, this can be dropped once concentration develops.

When you are using the counting, or noticing the short and long breaths, it is important that you don’t start to take the numbers or the “short” or “long” as your object, which can easily happen. Your object is always the breath, and these devices are only temporary aids to help focus awareness. You may find these devices very useful, especially the counting, because it becomes very obvious very quickly if you have wandered off your object. However, if they are not useful for you, or if at some time they become superfluous, drop them and simply use the breath by itself.

In terms of posture, you can meditate in whatever position is conducive to practice, as long as your spine is straight and preferably upright. For example, meditating on a zafu, meditation bench, or chair are all fine. Find a position in which you don’t need to move around much, if at all, that you can maintain over a long period of time. On retreat, if you are meditating long hours and need to vary your posture more for physical reasons, it is occasionally acceptable to take a lying posture as long as your back and head are elevated, perhaps on pillows. However, this should be only the exception rather than the rule. In our experience, the energy with the spine straight in relationship to the earth and cosmos is much more conducive while sitting than while reclining.

The Ānāpāna Spot

The Venerable Pa Auk Sayadaw instructs meditators to know the breath as it enters and leaves the body at the point at or below the nostrils. You should find the point that is most predominant within this general region and use that as an anchor. The specific spot can be anywhere from the upper lip to the entrance of the nostrils, but not inside the nostrils. The entire sequence of inhalation, pause, exhalation, pause is what is referred to as the “whole breath body.” As a meditator, you know the entire breath body only at the ānāpāna spot and should not follow the breath into or away from the body. Sometimes the most noticeable spot moves slightly from one day to another, which is fine. However, it is best for the spot to be consistent for an entire meditation period rather than varying it within one sitting. For many people, as sensitivity increases, their particular ānāpāna spot becomes a consistent, reliable, and even comforting anchor that can then be used to focus awareness on the breath.

With your attention on the breath crossing the ānāpāna spot, it is the breath that is the object here, not the skin. The attention is placed on the awareness of the breath as it goes in and out of the nostrils. In addition, you should not focus on the breath anywhere else in the body, such as the belly or lungs. This is very important! If you do not follow this instruction, your practice will never progress to the point where the nimitta merges with the breath at the ānāpāna spot. (The nimitta is a light that appears when concentration deepens and the jhāna factors are gaining strength. Nimitta is discussed in detail in chapter 4.) As described in chapter 4, this merging is essential for absorption into the first jhāna. Without it, first jhāna absorption will not happen.

The awareness of breath at the ānāpāna spot is not evaluated, judged, or controlled. Breathing naturally is important. Ideally, your attention should never leave this object. During the meditation period, as often as your attention wanders away, it must be brought back to the breath as it passes the specified spot. When your attention wavers or wanders from the object, gently return it without critique or judgment of any kind.

On retreat, even when you are not meditating, your attention should always remain on the breath crossing the ānāpāna spot. With each breath taken, your attention is first and foremost on this object. During every action, whether it be walking, eating, or showering, your attention should be established on the breath crossing the ānāpāna spot. During the night upon slight waking, place your attention on this object. Immediately upon awakening in the morning, place and sustain your attention on the knowing of the breath as it crosses the ānāpāna spot. If your attention wavers at any time, gently return it to the object. Around this time, the mind settles enough to extend meditation periods up to several hours, fostering arising of the nimitta.

Hindrances

Hindrances draw our awareness away from our object. Ultimately, they are the causes of suffering, both while meditating and in our daily lives. The five hindrances are:

1. sense desire

2. ill will / aversion

3. sloth and torpor

4. restlessness and remorse

5. doubt

Sense desire is seeking pleasant experiences through the five senses: touch, taste, smell, sight, and hearing. While meditating, sense desire can take the form of wanting a better meditation, wishing for blissful states to arise, and so on. Rather than being with your object, you begin to suffer because you want something that you don’t have.

Ill will / aversion can take many forms, including anger or judgment of yourself, others, or an event. It can also manifest as dislike and fear. In meditation, this can take the form of finding your neighbors or circumstances annoying, judging your own practice, or even fearing that your sense of “me” will be threatened by the fruition of your practice. One of the most common forms of aversion that arises while meditating is aversion to physical pain. As with all of the hindrances, if pain arises while sitting, do not take the pain as the object. This is a difference between this practice and the mindfulness practice as taught in the tradition of the Venerable Mahāsī Sayadaw, in which you would turn your awareness toward the pain if it became predominant. In concentration practice, always stay with the primary object of meditation, which in this case is the breath. You stay with your one object because you are “building the muscle” of concentration, whereas the vipassanā practice is “building the muscle” of being with things as they are, as they arise.

Sloth is often used to describe sluggishness, whereas torpor is a drowsy mind-state. In meditating, torpor frequently appears as sleepiness. If you are genuinely sleep-deprived, sometimes it is best to just take a nap. However, if you have had enough sleep, which tends to be the case on retreat, sloth and torpor often reveal an unconscious reluctance to be with the practice and your situation as it is arising. With wisdom, sloth and torpor can sometimes be seen as a sign of some underlying avoidance.

Restlessness is an unsettled mental state, and remorse is the sense of regretting past actions. In sitting, these can appear as restlessness while meditating and as impatience in wanting the sitting to end.

Doubt can show itself as distrust in the teacher, the teachings, or your ability to meditate properly and effectively. With concentration practice in particular, people often have a lot of doubt and uncertainty about their progress as well as their capacity for the practice.

In daily practice and on retreat, nearly every meditator will experience one or more of the hindrances. When any of the hindrances arise, you should determine which hindrance is present. Heartfelt compassion for the hindrance and yourself is a vital first step. The skillful use of effort (discussed more extensively in chapter 4) can also be an antidote to the hindrances in this practice.

On retreat, it helps considerably if you guard the sense doors by keeping your vision mostly downward while fostering compassion and loving-kindness for yourself and others. Also, you can develop a kind of love for the meditative object and the timeless deep silence and stillness that are ever present. This depth of silence and the accompanying accepting contentedness are a balm for the outbreak of hindrances. You can take refuge in the pristine silence of the practice.

The Venerable Pa Auk Sayadaw instructs students that the five jhāna factors are a wholesome medicine for the five hindrances. As we turn away from the hindrances and toward the jhāna factors, the hindrances recede and the jhāna factors increase.

Jhāna Factors

The jhāna factors are by-products of concentration. Usually, we must undertake an intensive period of practice (such as a retreat) for them to arise with sufficient strength to be noticeable. Sometimes people get confused, thinking that the jhāna factors equate to pleasant emotions, as experienced in everyday life. This is a misperception. In actuality, the jhāna factors are specific conditions that arise as a result of the mind unifying through purification and the “building of the muscle” of concentration that develops as we turn away from the hindrances, hour after hour. This is why it can be said that, in a way, the jhāna factors replace the hindrances.

The five jhāna factors are:

1. applied attention (vitakka)

2. sustained attention (vicāra)

3. joy (pīti)

4. bliss (sukha)

5. one-pointedness (ekaggatā)

VITAKKA

Vitakka (which is translated as “applied attention”) is the initial movement of attention to the meditative object. For example, when you find your attention has wandered from the breath crossing the ānāpāna spot, gently direct it back. Each time your attention wanders, nonjudgmentally return it to the object. Initially, your sole “job,” if you will, is to apply attention to the object. With many repetitions and a strengthening of concentration, the object eventually becomes more and more stable and you will have less need to continually reapply your attention. Until this happens, though, you must be diligent and consistent (without being heavy-handed) in applying attention to your object.

VICĀRA

Vicāra is translated as “sustained attention.” As your attention stays with the object, its coherence develops through the uninterrupted continuity. When your attention does not wander from the object for thirty minutes, vicāra becomes even stronger and is more noticeable.

In daily life, you attempt to focus on the object primarily during formal sitting practice for however long you sit. But you can also return to it lightly throughout the day—while working, at the grocery store, or before falling asleep in bed at night. Whether on retreat or meditating at home, while you are doing concentration practice, your attention should never waver from the object. It is a kind of love affair with the object, which initially is the breath as it crosses the ānāpāna spot.

Although it isn’t usually possible in daily practice as a householder, on retreat you should apply your attention to the object and sustain it constantly throughout the day. Vicāra strengthens by maintaining attention on the breath crossing the ānāpāna spot while in meditation posture as well as when walking, eating, showering, and moving around. While doing the ānāpānasati meditation practice, before, during, and after each and every inhalation, pause, exhalation, and pause, your attention is on the breath as it crosses the ānāpāna spot. You never, never, never take your attention off the breath crossing the ānāpāna spot. Every activity is done while simultaneously placing attention on the object. At some point, vicāra can become so strong that the awareness “snaps” onto the object and rarely, if ever, leaves it.

Think of the metaphor of balancing a spoon on the end of your nose. Throughout every activity of the day and night, you are trying to keep the spoon balanced on your nose. Should the spoon slip off, you place it back on your nose and keep your attention exactly on the spot where the spoon touches your skin. When you can apply your attention to the object and sustain it on the object, the jhāna factors arise naturally.

PĪTI

Pīti (which is translated as “joy”) is a joy that is without specific situational cause, because it results from the cohering of the mind. We have found the term joy in this case to be a little difficult for some students to differentiate from other pleasant or happy feelings they may experience in everyday life. Pīti, as experienced, feels like happiness in the body, although it is actually a mentally induced state. Sometimes it is referred to as “rapture.” Because pīti can be so intense in the body, it can actually cause restlessness in some people. This grosser aspect of pīti becomes beneficial as meditators progress through the jhānas because it allows nonattachment to pleasant experiences to gradually emerge.

SUKHA

Sukha means “bliss,” but bliss is a tricky word because it has so many meanings and implications. Sukha is best understood as a mentally sensed bliss that is also felt subtly in the body. While pīti could be experienced as bodily happiness, sukha can be experienced more like gentle contentment. Sukha is more settled and refined in its feeling than pīti. Pīti is more excitable in its feeling and somewhat more gross. Again, both are produced mentally.

EKAGGATĀ

Ekaggatā is described as “one-pointedness of mind.” This mental state is experienced as a focusing of attention and intention, as a collecting and unifying of meditative energy. There is an experience of uninterrupted unification with the meditative object. Think of a flashlight whose beam of light can be adjusted wider or narrower. When the beam of light is narrowed to the visual width of a pencil and the functioning of a laser, this would be analogous to ekaggatā in concentration practice. The attention is highly coherent, increasingly like a laser beam.

In the first jhāna, the above five jhāna factors are present. However, as the meditator progresses to the fourth jhāna, the factor of upekkhā (equanimity) arises in addition, to replace the feeling of sukha (bliss). This is because a “feeling” mental state is present in all the jhānas, up through and including the eighth jhāna. In the fourth through the eighth jhānas, when ekaggatā (one-pointedness) becomes predominant, the grosser feeling-tones of pīti and sukha drop and are replaced with the more refined factor of upekkhā. Upekkhā feels like a peacefulness—that all is right and well, independent of circumstances.

As concentration develops, the jhāna factors naturally arise on their own. You cannot stay with the object while simultaneously checking to see whether the jhāna factors are present. Repeatedly checking the jhāna factors splits your attention and weakens concentration, so you will not have enough meditative energy for the jhāna factors to develop. During daily practice, the jhāna factors can sometimes arise weakly, but usually a dedicated retreat is required for them to arise strongly.

The jhāna factors arise as concentration deepens. When the jhāna factors are present, the nimitta (or the light that appears when concentration deepens) becomes closer to arising.

The Venerable Pa Auk Sayadaw emphasizes that the student never takes a jhāna factor as an object of meditation to progress toward absorption / jhāna. The jhāna factors should be regarded as the force that mysteriously opens the student to jhāna, not the object of concentration practice. To progress toward the first jhāna during ānāpānasati meditation, awareness of your breath crossing the ānāpāna spot is always your object of concentration. To focus on any other object is to erode concentration and decrease the likelihood of the first jhāna arising. Concentration wanes every time your attention moves off the object.

Some modern teachings encourage meditators to take jhāna factors as the object. Even in the suttas, with certain translations and the apparent vagueness of the instructions, it can sound as though the suttas refer to taking jhāna factors as an object. Common knowledge of absorptions in the Buddha’s day may have minimized the need for him to give detailed instructions on jhānas, as people of his time were likely to be quite familiar with the instructions. However, if you review the Visuddhimagga, which presents much more detailed instructions, it clearly states that the meditator should continue with the primary object to maintain the integrity of the concentration all the way into absorption. The Venerable Pa Auk Sayadaw also explicitly instructs us not to turn away from the breath as it crosses the ānāpāna spot at any time during ānāpānasati meditation. Although you may check the jhāna factors to determine which jhāna is present, this should be done only briefly.

In our experience, using the jhāna factors as an object is very, very pleasant but leads only to an intense momentary or access concentration, which are the stages of concentration prior to absorption. (Concentration is described later in this chapter.) This is because as meditators progress through the four jhānas, they need to change the primary object several times in rapid succession and within a short amount of time. Concentration, by definition, is a unification of attention. The most effective way to unify attention is to stay with one object throughout a particular practice.

As mentioned earlier, once the jhāna factors have arisen with sufficient strength, they can be used to counteract the hindrances. The first step is to meet each hindrance with kind compassion rather than judgment. Then you can apply the jhāna factor to the specific hindrance. For example, if restlessness is arising routinely enough to be a distraction, you can begin specifically cultivating bliss. Bliss is the antidote to restlessness. The Buddha discussed starving the hindrances and feeding the factors of awakening in the Ahara Sutta.6 Each jhāna factor neutralizes a specific hindrance, as follows:

1. Applied attention (vitakka) calms sense desire.

2. Sustained attention (vicāra) pacifies ill will / aversion.

3. Joy (pīti) vanquishes sloth and torpor.

4. Bliss (sukha) eliminates restlessness and remorse.

5. One-pointedness (ekaggatā) overcomes doubt.

Types of Concentration: Momentary, Access, and Absorption

As the samatha practice is fundamentally a concentration meditation, we should take some time to more deeply understand what the word concentration means in this context. In English, we already use the word concentration in many other senses, which can itself be a bit of a problem. As young people, many of us were told, “Concentrate on your homework,” or something similar, which implies a kind of expending effort or straining. Or, while driving, we may feel that in heavy traffic we must “concentrate” to avoid getting into an accident. Most of our modern applications of the word imply a striving energy.

We encourage you to put aside these connotations of the word concentration in doing this practice. Instead, begin to view concentration as a natural faculty inherent to the mind, which is drawn out through these incredible practices of Buddhist meditation. We see concentration as a natural by-product of focusing on one object to the exclusion of everything else. In this context, then, concentration can be defined as the “unification of mind.” You don’t need to “do” it to make it happen. All you need to “do” is apply your attention to your object, over and over, hour after hour, and concentration will naturally arise. It is like growing a flower. If you plant the seed, water it, and provide adequate sunshine, standing over it and exhorting it to grow won’t accelerate its growth. It will grow all by itself. Once it starts growing, you can apply skillful means to encourage it (what we have called “building the muscle” of concentration).

Meditators encounter three types of concentration in the samatha practice:

1. momentary concentration

2. access concentration

3. absorption concentration

It is important to understand each of these types of concentration, how they differ, and how they relate to one another.

MOMENTARY CONCENTRATION

Momentary concentration is the most difficult to understand, because there are two types. The first develops in vipassanā practices in which the object changes frequently. In contrast to samatha practices in which the object is constant, in vipassanā the object is, in a way, changing or “moving.” As such, one could say that the ultimate object of vipassanā meditation is the present moment and what is being perceived in the present moment (hence, the relationship to “momentary” concentration). Insight-oriented momentary concentration practices are widely used and can be found in meditation such as vipassanā (as it is commonly practiced in North America and Europe) as well as in the Tibetan dzogchen rigpa practice and the Zen shikantaza practice. The Venerable Pa Auk Sayadaw presents the four elements meditation, which is a momentary concentration practice, as the entry point into the vipassanā practices. We describe this practice in chapter 8.

The second type of momentary concentration arises during samatha practice. The Venerable Pa Auk Sayadaw sometimes refers to this type of momentary concentration as “preparatory” concentration, because it prepares the meditator for and precedes access concentration (the second type of concentration). In samatha practice, the meditation object is consistent rather than changing. Having a consistent object leads to serenity and purification of mind.

ACCESS CONCENTRATION

Meditators can eventually attain access concentration using either type of momentary concentration practice—samatha or vipassanā. However, samatha practices are more likely to lead to access concentration because of their more stable nature. Access concentration is characterized by the significant reduction or complete dropping of the five hindrances and the arising and strengthening of the jhāna factors. For most people, a period of intensive practice is required to reach access concentration. In access concentration, the meditative experience becomes smoother, easier, and more pleasant because of this lessening of hindrances and the arising of the powerful and blissful sensations of the jhāna factors. This allows meditators to meditate longer and progress more easily in the practice. It becomes a positive, self-reinforcing loop.

It is easy to confuse momentary concentration with access concentration. One difference is that with access concentration, the meditator’s continuity with the object is much longer and more stable over time. Another difference is that with access concentration, the object is much more energized and “bright.”

Most of the practices outlined in this book are samatha practices specifically designed to settle the mind and develop laserlike awareness, leading eventually to full absorption into the jhānas. Examples of samatha practices designed to develop access and absorption concentration are ānāpānasati meditation (as presented by the Venerable Pa Auk Sayadaw), the kasiṇas, thirty-two-body-parts meditation, skeleton meditation, and the bramavihāras (sublime abidings).

As access concentration develops, but prior to full absorption, it is also easy to confuse access with absorption concentration. In access concentration, the jhāna factors are present but insufficiently strong for full absorption into jhāna. (The differences between access and absorption are described below.)

Even after a meditator has experienced full jhāna absorption and begins to move through the practice progression, access concentration continues to be used. With progression to each successive jhāna, the meditator first experiences access concentration as the awareness orients to the new experiences and increases in stability.

ABSORPTION CONCENTRATION

The words jhāna and absorption are synonymous. In absorption concentration, awareness is pulled into the jhāna with a “snap.” The beginning meditator cannot “will” the absorption to happen or “make” it happen. Full absorption arises only when the concentration is strong and ripe after many days, weeks, months, or even years of unwavering focus on a specific meditative object. Only later, as a meditator becomes more experienced with full jhāna absorption and more skilled with the progression of jhānas and the five “jhāna masteries,” is it possible to enter a jhāna at will. The five jhāna masteries are specific attainments that meditators complete in each jhāna, as demonstrations of mastery, before they can progress to the next jhāna. They are described in chapter 5.

In absorption, in addition to the strong presence of the appropriate jhāna factors, the awareness is extremely secluded and focused, and ongoing concentration is more easily maintained. Awareness fully penetrates and is suffused by the jhāna factors. The Visuddhimagga highlights the difference between access and absorption concentration using the analogy of walking. Access concentration is like a toddler learning to walk. The child can take a few steps but repeatedly falls down. In contrast, absorption concentration is like an adult who is able to stand and walk for an entire day without falling down.7 A modern metaphor would be of a top spinning. In access concentration, the top needs constant attention, wobbles frequently, and falls down. In absorption, the top spins in a centered way on its own.

There may be misconceptions about the experience of full absorption in jhāna. First, there is awareness while in jhāna. It is not a zombie state, trance, or period of unconsciousness. However, there is no sense of “me” while in jhāna. The only awareness while in full absorption is of the object. If meditators have awareness of data from the five senses, it is because they are temporarily out of absorption. The five senses (sight, hearing, touch, taste, and smell) do not arise while in absorption jhāna. In addition, there is no thought or decision making while fully absorbed in jhāna. Beginning meditators who find that they are thinking or noticing input from the sense doors should view this as a slight imperfection of jhāna rather than full jhāna absorption. Meditators can also “pop out” of jhāna unintentionally because concentration wanes and the jhāna factors lessen. It is best not to worry about initial imperfections, which are bound to happen as beginners are developing mastery of the jhānas. As concentration increases, these imperfections wane and stability increases.

Awareness in the jhānas is incredibly pristine, purifying, and indescribable. It is distinctly different from access concentration. Because access concentration can be so pleasant and nonordinary, however, people sometimes mistake access concentration for absorption, when it is not. This is one reason why it is important to receive guidance from a qualified teacher who knows the difference between access concentration and absorption concentration.8

Absorption concentration is an incredibly powerful tool for purification, refinement of awareness, and access to realms far beyond normal, everyday comprehension. In addition, this intense focus can be an incredibly powerful tool to apply to the vipassanā practice. Meditation powered by the supercharged energy of the jhānas, or even a strong access concentration, can provide a vehicle to insight beyond normal perception that may not be possible with momentary concentration alone.

We should note that, because awareness is so refined in full absorption, sensory input that would seem minimal in ordinary consciousness can feel extremely jarring when emerging from jhāna. This experience is intensified further when a meditator has completed weeks or months of deep absorption practice and reenters worldly life.

PURIFICATION OF MIND

Increasing the depth of concentration, then, is the method used in the samatha practice to purify the mind more and more fully. Because people know this, we often encounter the question (spoken or implied), “Am I going to get jhāna?” We cannot emphasize enough the potential for striving and suffering that is possible if you obsess about this question.

For better or worse, as this practice has evolved, the possibility of attainments has been one of its main features. And with the possibility of attainments comes the possibility of striving to reach them. It’s too late to undo the awareness of attainments with the samatha practice. But what you can do is to meet this aspect of the samatha practice with wisdom and maturity and, if needed, to purify your own striving for attainment (which can be one of the hindrances if it becomes grasping) in the process.

With the vipassanā practice, there are also eight attainments—the eight stages of insight—whether people are aware of them or not. Because these are not frequently discussed, however, people are able to undertake mindfulness practice (as it is done in the tradition of the Venerable Mahāsī Sayadaw) with a productive sense of doing the practice for its own sake. Regardless of whether attainments arise, people find great value in cultivating moment-to-moment mindfulness both on and off the meditation cushion.

So the answer to the question, “Am I going to get jhāna?” is the same as the answer to the question of attainments with vipassanā: there is no way to know what will happen with your practice. Therefore, the most useful and appropriate approach is to undertake the practice as an end in itself. In the case of samatha practice, this purpose is purification of mind. Like the vipassanā mindfulness practice, the samatha concentration practice is well worth doing in and of itself. Purification of mind is its own reward.

A useful metaphor here is of the lottery versus the Olympics. Many meditators come to concentration practice with a lottery mentality. They believe that if they “get jhāna,” they have won the lottery, and if they don’t, they walk away empty-handed and defeated. This creates a tremendous amount of striving, self-judgment, and suffering.

We encourage yogis to come to the practice with an Olympics mentality. In using this metaphor, we are not emphasizing the competitive aspect of the Olympics but rather the sense of excellence that can be experienced just by participating. In the Olympics, many athletes feel they have already attained something tremendous simply by being in the game. Although most will not win a medal, they all walk away as winners, because they truly participated. This is the case with everyone who undertakes samatha practice. Simply by bringing their awareness back to their object—time after time, day after day, year after year—they have built a capacity that can be applied to many other areas of life.

The cultivation of serenity and concentration in our daily lives is very timely in our busy modern society, in which both are sorely lacking. Through the purification of mind that develops when we encounter the hindrances and are able to let go, we reduce our suffering and ultimately contribute to reducing the collective suffering of the world.

In describing purification of mind, one yogi told us a story about a long concentration retreat that he did. During this retreat, the hindrances arose strongly and did not subside. Eventually, he realized that he had been “holding a burning coal” (a strong hindrance) in his hand for years without even knowing it. Because he was doing concentration practice in which he was focusing on one constant object, he ultimately had to acknowledge and face this long-held hot coal:

I could see the defilements as the Second Noble Truth—finally see through my own delusion and surrender. I saw the hot coal and really felt how painful it was. After time, I was able to open my hand and let it go. Now I can be with myself and be vulnerable to the truth, both in meditation and in life. I am more able to be with whatever comes.9

We have also found some interesting historical perspectives describing purification of mind. Buddhagosa, author of the Visuddhimagga, traces the word jhāna to two sources. (The Pāli word jhāna comes from the Sanskrit word dhyana.) One source is the verb jhayati, which means “to think” or “to meditate.” The other is the verb jhapeti, which means “to burn up.” Buddhagosa explains that “it burns up opposing states,” destroying the mental defilements that prevent the development of serenity and ultimately insight.10

Purification of mind can also be likened to a “rock polisher.” A rock-polishing device spins like a clothes dryer but contains rocks instead. As the polisher turns, the rocks come in contact with one another again and again, knocking the rough edges and debris off one another. This is similar to purification of mind. Through contact with our defilements, hindrances, and attachments, which are brought to awareness by attempting to stay with one object to the exclusion of everything else, our “rough edges” get worn away. The rock polisher doesn’t actually change the inherent content of the rock; it refines it—just as our awareness is refined and purified by the samatha practice, enabling the underlying radiance to shine through.

The samatha practice of purification of mind is an essential part of the Buddhist path. In daily life, it cultivates serenity, which brings a peace and joy to our ongoing experience. It also builds the “muscle of concentration,” which can be used to counteract our overstimulated and chronically busy modern world. The brilliant concentration that can be developed during concentration meditation is ultimately intended to be turned toward the vipassanā practice, to penetrate beyond everyday perception and into ultimate materiality and mentality, to the true nature of both the conditioned and the unconditioned.

Given the many important reasons to undertake samatha practice, why has it been mostly neglected in modern times? One reason is the Buddha’s statement that only vipassanā practice is required for liberation. Yogis sometimes ask us, “Should I just do vipassanā and skip samatha?” While it is true that the Buddha said that enlightenment is possible while practicing vipassanā exclusively, we cannot deny the fact that the Buddha himself was both a samatha and vipassanā yogi. Not only did he undertake the practice of samatha before his full enlightenment, but he continued to practice samatha and the jhānas on an ongoing basis throughout his life, and even entered jhāna leading up to and including the moment of his death.

Even so, each of us needs to determine for ourselves what is right for our own practice. When practitioners ask us this question, we propose that they look inward for the answer:


	What practice or practices speak to you, call you?

	What keeps your practice engaged and alive?

	What is your “next step” in practice?



NOT GOOD REASONS FOR UNDERTAKING CONCENTRATION PRACTICE

There are several additional reasons why samatha practice has been neglected in modern times. While we could speculate about this, in our own experience and through informal research, we have discovered some unwholesome reasons why people currently or historically have undertaken concentration practice that deserve mentioning.

In undertaking this practice, as with everything in the Buddhist path, your intention is a key component. How wholesome is your desire for the practice? This one factor will color your entire experience. Here are four reasons people might consider undertaking concentration practice that are not very wholesome and ultimately will not lead to liberation:

1. chasing attainments

2. cultivating bliss states

3. developing psychic powers

4. regarding samatha practice as the end of the path

Chasing Attainments

The first unskillful reason to undertake concentration practice is the “notch in the belt” syndrome of gaining an attainment. Undertaking any practice primarily for the sake of logging one more accomplishment is a product of the ego. Ultimately, as with all these unskillful motivations, the motivation itself can thwart the attainment. When a person comes to this practice with unwholesome desire in the form of striving, the practice is most certainly likely to stall out. This is why doing the practice for its own sake—with purification of mind as the goal—is a much more wholesome approach.

Cultivating Bliss States

Some people are attracted to practices that cultivate deep concentration because of the extremely blissful sensations of the jhāna factors in access concentration. This can be both a blessing and a curse. As a blessing, it attracts meditators to nonordinary experiences and allows them to meditate longer and more intently, with little awareness of physical pain or outside distractions. As a curse, it can become a trap, because the practice cannot progress to absorption if meditators have an attachment to focusing on the jhāna factors in order to experience bliss. And as they progress through the jhānas, meditators must be willing to let particular jhāna factors drop in order to move on.

This second unskillful reason for undertaking concentration practice may be exacerbated by recreational drug use. Sometimes people want to replace the drug-trip experience with the jhāna factors, which are seen as a much healthier alternative. While the jhāna factors would indeed be a healthier alternative, ecstatic states are not the purpose of samatha practice. We cannot emphasize enough that the jhānas are a by-product of purification of mind—not the sole purpose. There is a certain self-fulfilling irony that the “reward” of progressing in the practice and turning away from our attachments is the bliss of the jhāna factors. But, ultimately, we must also let go of each successive jhāna factor for the subsequent jhānas to be available. If the jhāna factors become one more attachment, this erodes the purpose of practice.

Developing Psychic Powers

Although not a common aspiration, some people are fascinated by the psychic powers that become potentially available after meditators have fully cultivated mastery of all eight jhānas. In the old days, yogis needed these powers just to stay alive in the woods and jungles with no protection from wild animals. Being able to levitate, be invisible, or merge into a rock were survival skills. But nowadays, the primary reason people would cultivate these abilities is ego power. Only after they have completed the vipassanā practice, and aspects of the ego have been permanently uprooted, should yogis even consider using the jhānas to develop psychic abilities. (For a more detailed description of a modern practitioner who developed these abilities, see Knee Deep in Grace, by Amy Schmidt, about Dipa Ma.)11

Regarding Samatha Practice as the End of the Path

Last, we have been told that in Myanmar and other Asian countries, people in the preceding several hundred years became so enamored with the jhānas that they wouldn’t go on to the liberating practice of vipassanā. One of the solutions teachers employed was to instruct meditators to stop doing samatha practice so as not to get attached. Ajahn Chah wrote of “right samadhi” versus “wrong samadhi”: “It’s like a well-sharpened knife which we don’t bother to put to good use.”12 The samatha practice sharpens our awareness to enable us to slice through delusion, but only if we use it in the vipassanā practices of insight.

Despite these “warnings,” we believe that the sangha (a broader community of practitioners) is mature enough to hold the knowledge of possible attainment as an aspiration while simultaneously staying with purification of mind as what we are doing right now, without striving or attachment. And if we find that unwholesome desire or striving is arising, this is what needs to be purified—not avoided.

Thanissaro Bhikkhu wrote about this paradox in a wonderful article called “Pushing the Limits,” which is very appropriate. “All phenomena, the Buddha once said, are rooted in desire. . . . The only thing not rooted in desire is nirvana, for it’s the end of all phenomena. . . . But the path that takes you to nirvana is rooted in desire—in skillful desires. The path to liberation pushes the limits of skillful desires to see how far they can go.”13

Ultimately, purification of mind can deepen from its initial stages in momentary and access concentration to the incredibly potent force of purification available in the full absorption of the material and immaterial jhānas. The “thinning of the sense of me” (unraveling the misinterpretation of the five aggregates as a “self”) that is possible in these increasingly subtle states is profound. Ironically, the appropriate balance of effort without striving, and discipline without attachment, is what makes attainment of these progressively higher jhānas possible.
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