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Obstacles to Overcome

Anything worth doing has its own obstacles. If we cannot overcome these obstacles, we cannot achieve our goal. Meditation is one of those things. There are a lot of obstacles in the practice of meditation. If we cannot overcome these obstacles, we cannot hope to get results from the practice of meditation.

When we practice meditation, especially Vipassana meditation, we want to penetrate into the true nature of things. In order to penetrate into the true nature of things what we need is Samatha (concentration). What is Samatha or concentration? Samadhi is a mental state, or a mental factor, or a Cetasika which places the mind collectedly and undistracted on the object. When there is Samadhi in the mind, the Samadhi keeps the mind (Mind means consciousness and its concomitants.) collected and not scattered. Also it keeps the mind or consciousness and its concomitants on the meditation object. It does not allow the mind to be distracted or to wander to other objects. Samadhi is a state of mind which keeps the mind on the object, which helps keep the mind squarely on the object.

In order to get Samadhi what we need to do is have mindfulness. Mindfulness is like a stone hitting the object. Samadhi is like that stone staying on the object.

There are many obstacles to Samadhi. Even though we get some sort of Samadhi, there may be gaps in our Samadhi. There may be unwholesome mental states interfering with moments of Samadhi or coming in between the moments of Samadhi. So long as the Samadhi is mixed, so long as the Samadhi is interrupted, so long as the Samadhi is interfered with by these distracting thoughts, we do not get what is called purity of mind. That just means concentration.

You already know there are five mental hindrances that are obstacles to Samadhi. These are desire, ill will, sloth and torpor, restlessness and remorse and doubt. These are the standard obstacles to concentration.

There are other things, other states of mind, that are described as obstacles to Samadhi. In the Patisambhidamagga the six obstacles or the six enemies of Samadhi are mentioned and also the way to deal with them. The first of them is the mind which runs after the past. You all know that when you practice Vipassana, you must be in the present moment, no going after the past or the future. Going to the future or running after the past, the mind that does these things is said to have fallen into distraction. It is an obstacle to Samadhi.

What we experienced in the past, what we saw, what we heard and so on, all these objects are past objects. Sometimes even during meditation we may be thinking of these past experiences. Sometimes even in the remote past can come to us or we can go back to the very remote past, and then when we cannot concentrate, we become angry with ourselves and so on.

During meditation even if we do not go back to the remote past, we often go back to the immediate past - notings that were good and that were not good. Sometimes we think a few moments ago my meditation was good, now I have lost it. Something like that comes to us, so thinking of the past. When we think of the past, when we take past objects as objects, then our mind is scattered, our mind is distracted. It is not on the meditation object. When our mind is not on the meditation object, then we lose the meditation object and we do not achieve anything.

What are we to do about the mind going back to the past? You all know, right? Be mindful of that mind. Be mindful of that mind going back to the past.
Thinking of the past and the past itself - there are these two things. The past object is the past, but thinking of the past object is the present. When we are thinking of something in the past whether it is remote past or the immediate past, that thinking of the past is what is present now. We are to be mindful of that thinking of the past. So we make notes as "thinking, thinking, thinking " or "remembering, remembering, remembering." When we make notes of that mind that goes back to the past, it is stopped from going back to the past. The mind is back on the meditation object, once again on the present object. With regard to the mind following the past or running after the past, what we should do is be mindful of that mind which goes back to the past and stay in the present moment, stay on the object which is present, stay on the meditation object (breaths or the movements of the abdomen) as the main object. So the advice is "Don't go back to the past", but if you do go back to the past, be mindful of that going back to the past. After that be mindful of the object of meditation. That means being mindful of the object at the present moment.

Sometimes we think of the future, the distant future. We think: "I will do something after the retreat. I will do this and that. I have to write a paper or something like that. We think of the future. When we think of the future, we lose the present object. Sometimes the mind is on the immediate future - what I am going to experience during meditation, what I am going to see or whether I will have some strange experience. I want to get results or I want to get enlightenment - these thoughts may arise. When you think about all these things, you are hankering after the future, thinking of the future. Sometimes you may think, "I will make my notings better next time. This time it is not good. Next time I will do better." All these thoughts take us away from the object of meditation. This thinking of the future is described in the Patisambhidamagga as shaking. Your mind is shaking when you are thinking of the future. What is there to do about that shaking mind or thinking of the future? Again be mindful of that thinking and then be mindful of the object at the present moment. Future is future, but thinking of the future is present. Take the present thinking, take that present mind as the object of meditation. Be mindful of it or make mental notes of it. When it disappears, take the main object of meditation again. So do not hanker after the future. If you happen to be doing that, just be mindful of the mind that hankers after the future. When that mind disappears, go back to the meditation object or the home object.

These are the first two obstacles to Samadhi - running back to the past and hankering after the future. Both these are distractions. Both these are obstacles or enemies of Samadhi. So when these two are there, we cannot hope to get concentration. We cannot hope to get purity of mind. When they arise we are to be mindful of them or we are to apply mindfulness to them and bring our mind back onto the main object of meditation.

Sometimes we practice for some time and we de not seem to get anywhere. We do not get concentration. We do not seem to be able to be mindful of the object at the present moment. Our mind seems unable to concentrate. At such moments we become slack or we become lazy. We become discouraged. When we become discouraged, we fall into laziness. We don't want to practice. That happens a lot to us. We expect to get good concentration, but we don’t get it. We get discouraged and don't want to practice. We don't want to make effort. When we are in such a condition, what must we do? Again we must be mindful - "Lazy, lazy, lazy". But sometimes even by making notes of laziness, we cannot get rid of it. If it persists, we can stop practicing Vipassana on it and have recourse to other means.

That means we must encourage ourselves. We must incite ourselves to the practice of meditation. If we are Buddhists, we can think of suffering in woeful states - suffering in hell, suffering in the animal kingdom and so on. If we are successful in practicing Vipassana meditation, we will be free from rebirth in these states. We will even attain Nibbana. But if we do not practice meditation, then we may fall into these four woeful states. Once we are in the four woeful states, we will experience a great deal of suffering for many many years or many many eons. By considering the suffering we will experience if we fall into the four woeful states, that will help us to make effort. That means we are frightening ourselves. If you don't do it, you will go to hell. By considering the sufferings we will encounter if we fall into the four woeful states, that will help us to make effort.

We may also consider the benefits we will miss if we don't practice and the benefits we will get if we practice. By the power of the practice of Vipassana meditation one can attain total purification of mind and one can attain Nibbana. If we do not practice we will be denied or we will miss these opportunities. By considering the benefits of meditation we can encourage ourselves. We can encourage our mind to make effort.

Sometimes we may consider the precious heritage that we have. Buddha's heritage is the Noble Eightfold Path, or the Four Noble Truths, or here this practice of meditation. This precious heritage can only be practiced by those who make effort, not by those who are indolent, not by those who are lazy. Now we are offered this heritage. If we do not make effort, then we will lose this heritage. By considering the precious heritage we are going to have, we can encourage ourselves.

Also we can consider that this path, the path of Vipassana, was trodden by Buddhas, Pacceka Buddhas and Arahants of old. This path cannot be taken by persons who are indolent, who do not want to put forth effort. We will be unworthy of this path if we do not make effort, if we do not practice. By encouraging ourselves in this way, we can gain interest again in the practice of meditation. Then we will make effort to practice.

Also we can contemplate on the qualities of the Buddha, the Dhamma and the Savgha in order to make our mind happy again. So there are many ways to encourage our mind or to encourage ourselves when our spirits are down with regard to meditation. When the mind is slack, when the mind is indolent, we must encourage it. After the mind is encouraged, we pick up meditation again and we will get concentration. Indolence, laziness or shrunken state of mind (It is called shrunken state of mind in the books.) is one obstacle to meditation or is an obstacle to concentration.

Sometimes we are too eager to achieve. We make too much effort. We say to ourselves, "I will make it better now. I will be mindful of everything, every minute detail." Then we try to do it and then we lose concentration because we are agitated. There can be times when we make more effort than is needed. Sometimes we are meditating and our meditation is good. All of a sudden it is gone. That is because we become greedy. When the noticings of meditation are good, we want to make them better. So we put forth more effort. The moment we put forth more effort, the balance is disturbed. Then the calmness is gone and we lose concentration. It is very important that the effort we make is just enough, not too much, nor too little. 

Now you know if you make too much effort that you become agitated, restless. If you make too little effort, you become lazy. So you must make neither too little nor too much effort, but just have enough energy. We must have just the right amount of effort to make our meditation good, to get concentration'.

There is the story of Sona who made more effort than is needed and who could not achieve until Buddha went and gave instructions to him. Sona was the son of a wealthy man. It is said that he was very delicate. He was so delicate that he had hairs on the soles of his feet. One day he heard the Buddha preaching and so he decided to become a monk. After becoming a monk, he said to himself, "I am delicate, but I must make great effort to achieve my goal." So he practiced meditation, walking up and down. Since he was delicate, and since maybe he practiced too much, was too intent on gaining enlightenment, there were blisters on the soles of his feet. It is said that the walking place was smeared with blood. But although he practiced so much and made so much effort, he did not get anything out of that practice. So he stopped and thought, "It seems that I am not destined to be enlightened. I have wealth, so why not go back to lay life and do meritorious deeds." (The easy way.)

At that time the Buddha read his thoughts and went to him. In another book it is said the Buddha went to his place and saw the ambulatory (the walking place) smeared with blood. He asked the monks about this. They told him that Sona walked there back and forth with blisters on his feet and so the ambulatory was smeared with blood. So Buddha went to him and asked him if he were thinking about going back to lay life. Sona replied that he was thinking of going back to lay life. Buddha asked, "Why?" And Sona said, "Because I have been meditating a lot; I have put forth much energy, but I cannot do anything and I am frustrated." Buddha said, "You were a good lute player before you became a monk. When the strings of the lute are slack, can it make good sound?" Sona said, "No." Buddha said, "If the strings are too taut, too tight, can good sound come out of the lute?" Sona said, "No." "In the same way, Sona, you must make just enough effort, neither too much, nor too little. "Your effort must be balanced with the other mental faculties especially concentration. Only when these mental faculties are balanced can there be progress in meditation.

We must also keep it in mind. We must keep these mental faculties in balance especially these two, Samadhi and Viriya (concentration and effort or energy). When there is too much concentration, you tend to become lazy. You tend to become sleepy. When there is too much energy, you become restless and you lose concentration. So it is very important that these two be kept in balance. At least these two must be kept in balance when we practice meditation, either Samatha or Vipassana meditation.

So the Buddha said to Sona, "If energy is applied too strongly, it will lead to restlessness. If energy is too lax, it will lead to lassitude. Therefore, Sona, keep your energy in balance. Penetrate to a balance of the spiritual faculties and therein seize your object." That means keep at least these two faculties (There are actually five faculties.) in balance and seize the object. "Seize the object" means take the object of meditation and practice meditation. Sona took the advice of the Buddha and practiced meditation again. He became an Arahant.

So when there is too much energy, we have to suppress our minds. If we are too down-trodden, we must encourage our minds. If we are too eager to achieve anything, actually we must slow down. If you cannot get concentration and you think it is because you are too eager to do something, just slow down. Take it easy. That is very important. We should think, "I cannot make anything happen as I like. They happen as they like. I have no control over these things. I have no control over my concentration. It will come or it may not come. I do not care whether it comes or not. I will just be mindful of the object at the present moment."

The moment you slow down, your mind becomes calm. You get concentration. If your mind is too slack, encourage it. If your mind has too much energy, slow it down.

The next obstacle is the mind which is too inclined. That means he mind which is too inclined towards objects, that is attached to objects. That means attachment. The mind which is too inclined falls into attachment or craving.

You practice meditation and you want to achieve something. There are expectations. You expect to experience something strange. You expect to get results. You expect to see strange visions. You expect to get enlightenment. You expect so many things. These expectations are just attachment or just greed. Expectation although it is 'good' is an obstacle to Samadhi. Since it is an obstacle, we have to eliminate it. We cannot afford to have this mind which is too inclined toward objects. We must overcome the mind that has expectation, greed, craving and so on. Craving and expectation can be for worldly things as well as for spiritual attainments. Whatever the object of expectation, it is an obstacle to concentration. So we have to eliminate it.

How do we eliminate it? Just by understanding it. We understand that this craving. We understand that this is attachment or we make notes that it is attachment or craving. When you fully understand it, then it disappears. After it disappears, take the present object. So if there is so much expectation, just be mindful of the expectation. Make expectations the object of meditation. After a few notes the expectations will disappear. The moment you are mindful of something, it is going to disappear because no two thoughts can arise at the same moment. When there is mindfulness, then the other has to go away. The other has to go away and become past. When there is let us say attachment, just be mindful of it. When you are mindful of it, it is going to go away or it has already gone away. In Vipassana what we mean by "present object" is present in this context, in Vipassana context. It is not present in the strictest sense.

Abhidhamma is very precise. During the snap of a finger billions of thought moments have come and gone. When you are mindful of attachment, that attachment is already gone. It has become already past because attachment and mindfulness cannot arise at the same time in our mind. They are incompatible. One is Akusala and the other is Kusala, Sobhana or beautiful. So they cannot arise at the same moment. What we call present is present in this context. So we call it 'present'. Since it is 'present' we are to be mindful of that attachment. We make notes of that attachment. After we make notes, two, or three, or four times, it will disappear. After it disappears, as usual we go back to our main object of meditation.

Then after practicing for some time if we cannot get any result, when we cannot make any progress, when we cannot get any concentration we not only become discouraged, we become frustrated. When we become frustrated with the practice, we want to leave. We want to give it up. Many times the yogis want to leave the meditation center. Mentally they leave. Sometimes they physically leave the meditation center because they are frustrated and they want to give up. That happens to almost every yogi. At one time or another we are frustrated with meditation because we cannot make progress. We cannot do what we want to do. We cannot get concentration. Then we want to quit. It is very important at such times that you persevere, that you do not quit. Be mindful of the desire to quit. Be mindful of the desire to give up. Make mental notes of it. Make mental notes of the desire to give up. It may not disappear easily, but if you persist in noting, it will disappear. So have confidence that if you make notes of it, it will disappear. And make notes of it until it disappears. When it disappears, you become peaceful. You become calm. And then you find out that you can concentrate. This mind is called the mind which is removed from the meditation object. The other mind is called that which is inclined toward the object. This is the mind that is disinclined toward the object of meditation. That means the meditator wants to quit, wants to leave meditation. When such a situation occurs, you have to persevere and just try to make mental notes of it or be mindful of the desire to quit, so that it disappears. When it disappears, you become calm and peaceful. Then you can carry on meditation and you get concentration.

These are the six obstacles to concentration mentioned in the Patisambhidamagga. Actually these are just distracted mind - going back to the past, going after the future, mind that is too slack, mind that has too much effort, mind with inclination toward things or attachment, and mind removed from the practice or removed from the object of meditation.

When we practice meditation, we have to deal with such thoughts. We can deal with outside things like noise. It's OK after some time. At first it may bother us, but after some time it doesn't bother at all. Outside things are not so difficult to deal with, but these thoughts are very difficult. We want to keep our mind on the object, but they just come and take our mind out of the meditation. What are we to do with regard to these things? Just be mindful. Be in the present moment. Whenever we are just mindful of what is at the present moment, it will surely disappear. We will be able to conquer it and go back to our meditation object and get concentration. If we do not get this kind of concentration then we cannot hope to go farther. We cannot hope to penetrate into the nature of things because in order for the penetration into the nature of things to occur we need concentration. In the beginning stages we need to have this concentration, this purity of mind.

Concentration in Vipassana is called momentary concentration. This concentration is not as strong nor as sustained as the concentration people experience in Samatha meditation. In Samatha meditation there are two kinds of concentration - neighborhood concentration and attainment concentration. The first is called UPacara Samadhi and the second is called Appana Samadhi. Upacara Samadhi is the Samadhi free from these mental hindrances. When mind is free from mental hindrances Upacara Samadhi is said to be attained. This Upacara Samadhi leads to Appana or attainment Samadhi, Jhanas.

In Vipassana meditation there is no attainment of Jhanas. Although there is no attainment of Jhanas, we need concentration to penetrate into the nature of things. The concentration in Vipassana is not called neighborhood concentration simply because it is not in the neighborhood of attainment. However it is similar to that neighborhood concentration because it is also free from mental hindrances. That means when these six obstacles are overcome, the mind stays on the meditation object only and there is no interference of these stray thoughts. When the meditative mind goes on like this with no interference, a yogi is said to gain purity of mind or to gain this momentary concentration. Momentary concentration is acquired or attained when our minds can be on the object for a period of time without interruption of any stray thoughts. Even if very infrequently these stray thoughts come, a yogi is able to catch them at the very moment they come. Formerly the yogi may be carried away by these stray thoughts for ten seconds, fifteen seconds. But when a yogi has gained this momentary concentration, then he is able to catch them. Sometimes even before the mind goes out, a yogi can stop it. A yogi knows that it is going to go out and then m-m-m, something like that. If a yogi reaches such a state, he is said to have attained momentary concentration. That momentary concentration is enough for Pabba (wisdom) or penetration into the nature of things to arise.

In Vipassana or in Samatha meditation the first stage is purity of Sila. We purify our moral conduct. Then the second stage is purity of mind which is Samadhi. In Samatha meditation this purity of mind means neighborhood Samadhi and attainment Samadhi. In Vipassana meditation it means momentary Samadhi, momentary concentration. This momentary concentration will lead to seeing mind and matter clearly, to seeing the cause-effect relationship of things, and then to seeing the arising and disappearing of things, to seeing the suffering impermanent and no soul nature of things and so on until the attainment of enlightenment.

In the beginning what is important is to have this concentration. In order to get concentration what we need to do is just have mindfulness. That is why when you go to a teacher, he will just say, "Be mindful; make notes. Pay attention." That is true because we fail to pay attention to the real object of meditation when we are distracted. We need to bring our mind back from these distracting or stray thoughts and return to the object of meditation. So whatever comes up at the present moment, just be mindful of it. Then you will get concentration.

What is good about Vipassana meditation is that whatever arises at the present moment is the object of meditation. That object may be something that bothers you or may be something that is neutral. Whatever it is you just be mindful of it. You can make that the object of meditation. That is the beauty of Vipassana. You can turn a seemingly unfriendly object into a useful object of meditation. If something bothers you, just be mindful of that and it will no longer bother you. Try it!

Right now the noise is bothering us, right? If you do not make notes of noise and instead become mad at the noise, you cannot practice meditation at all. Just accept it and say, "Oh, it is an object of meditation. I will be mindful of it - 'hearing, hearing, hearing."' Then it will cease to bother you. Vipassana meditation is good in that whatever seems to be hostile, whatever seems to be unfriendly can be turned into a useful object of meditation. In the practice of Vipassana meditation what is important is to be mindful, to be mindful of the object at the present moment. Pay just bare attention to the object. And then have no expectations.

I must drive home this point again and again. There are three things we have to keep in mind. Be mindful of things at the present moment. It may be the main object or it may be a secondary object. Whatever it is be mindful of that object at the present moment. Do not miss it. Then just pay bare attention to that object. Don't think of that object. Don't make judgments of that object. Don't put any of your evaluations on that object. Just take it as it is. And then do not expect to get anything. Do not expect to get concentration. Do not expect to get results. Do not expect to get enlightenment. If we keep these three things in mind and apply them to our practice, I think we will be successful with our practice.

The practice of Vipassana is simple and easy in one sense and it is very difficult in another sense. It is simple to understand. But to put into practice it is not so easy. That is because we are dealing with our mind which is so illusive, which is so unruly, which does not want to be controlled. So the moment we control it, it fights back. That's why I say, "In Vipassana don't fight with your mind. You cannot." You just accept it. You just let it be. You just be mindful. That is the right thing to do. If you fight with it, you will lose. You will not win. When we practice Vipassana it is very important that we are not agitated, that we are not distracted. In order to achieve this strong mindfulness it is necessary that we pay close attention. That means strong and thorough awareness of the object. That is important. If we pay close attention to the object at the present moment, we will not fail to get concentration. When we get concentration, penetration into the nature of things will come by itself.

So today I talked about the six obstacles to Samadhi and how to deal with them. There are other obstacles to Samadhi which are the five mental hindrances. These five mental hindrances and the six obstacles to Samadhi overlap. What we should keep in mind is just "I must be mindful.", only that. We are not to think of any other thing. If you are mindful of the object at the present moment, then you are doing the right thing.
Mindfulness is the beginning. Mindfulness is the middle. Mindfulness is the end of this practice. Sometimes people ask, "Are there more instructions for this practice? Is there anything else to do?" We say, "Oh, just be mindful." So mindfulness is the beginning, the middle and the end of this practice. So long as we keep mindfulness we are doing the right thing.

Sadhu! Sadhu! Sadhu!
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