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Today, I shall explain how to begin to develop Vipassana meditation beginning with four-elements meditation. One may take two paths for developing Vipassana meditation. The first path is to develop a Samatha subject of meditation, such as mindfulness-of-breathing, up to the attainment of jhana, and then proceed to develop Vipassana. The second path is to begin by developing concentration based on the four elements up to access concentration, and then develop Vipassana without having attained any of the jhanas. Both paths require that the meditator develops four-elements meditation prior to beginning the development of Vipassana. And both paths can lead you to the final goal of Buddhism, namely, Nibbana.

How to Develop Four-Elements Meditation
To practise four-elements meditation, you should discern each of the twelve qualities or characteristics of the four elements in the whole body one at a time:

1. Earth-element: hardness, roughness, heaviness, soft-ness, smoothness, lightness.

2. Water-element: flowing, cohesion. 

3. Fire-element: heat, coldness.

4. Air-element: supporting, pushing.

Usually the beginner must be taught the characteristics which are easier to discern first, and the more difficult ones later. They are usually taught in this order: pushing, hardness, roughness, heaviness, supporting, softness, smoothness, lightness, heat, coldness, cohesion, and flowing. Each characteristic must be discerned first in one place in the body, and then one must try discern it throughout the body. 

If you have practised mindfulness-of-breathing up to the fourth jhana, you should enter into the fourth jhana in the beginning of every sitting. When the fourth jhana produces brilliant and radiant lights, you should emerge from it and discern the four elements in the body. For example, to discern pushing, you may begin by being aware, through the sense of touch, of the pushing in the centre of the head as you breathe in and breathe out. When you can discern the characteristic of pushing, you should concentrate on it until it becomes clear to your mind. Then you should move your awareness to another part of the body nearby, and look for pushing there. In this way you will slowly be able to discern pushing first in the head, then the neck, the trunk of the body, the arms, and the legs and feet. You must do this again and again, many times, until wherever you place your awareness in the body you can easily see pushing.

You can discern the other characteristics in a similar way. That is you start with discerning each characteristic at one part, and move to other part of the body when it is clear, until you can discern it throughout the body.

When you can discern all twelve characteristics clearly throughout the body, from head to feet, you should repeatedly discern each of them in the proper sequence. You should try to develop this until you can do it quite quickly, at least three rounds in a minute.

Having now become skilled in the discernment of the twelve characteristics in the whole body, and those characteristics having become clear, you should note the first six together at one glance as the earth-element, the next two together at one glance as the water-element, the next two as the fire-element, and the last two as the air-element. You should continue to discern earth, water, fire, and air, in order to calm the mind and attain concentration. You should do this again and again hundreds, thousands, or millions of times.

At this point, a good method to use is to take an overview of the body all at once and to continue to perceive the four elements. In order to keep the mind calm and concentrated, you should not move the awareness from one part of the body to another as before. Instead take an overall view of the body. It is usually best to take the overview as if you were looking from behind the shoulders. It can also be done as if looking from above the head down, but this may lead to tension and imbalance of the elements in some meditators.

As you continue to develop concentration based upon the four elements, and begin to approach access concentration (upacara-samadhi), you will see different kinds of light. For some meditators the light begins as a smoke-like grey. If you continue to discern the four elements in this grey light, it will become whiter like cotton wool, and then bright white, like clouds. At this point, your whole body will appear as a white form. You should continue to concentrate on discerning the four elements in the white form, and you will find it becomes transparent like a block of ice or glass.

If you continue to discern the four elements in that transparent lump or block, you will find that it sparkles and emits light. When you can concentrate on this light continuously at least half an hour, you have reached access concentration. With that light try to discern the space-element in that transparent form, by looking for small spaces in it. You will find that the transparent form breaks down into small particles which are called rupa kalapas. Having reached this stage, you can proceed to develop purification of view (ditthi-visuddhi), by analysing these rupa kalapas.

How to Analyse Rupa Kalapas
The rupa kalapas fall into two groups, those which are transparent and those which are opaque. Only the rupa kalapas which contain one of the five material transparent-elements (pasada-rupa) are transparent. All other rupa kalapas are opaque.

You should first begin to practise discerning the four elements, earth, water, fire, and air, in individual transparent and opaque rupa kalapas. You will probably find that the rupa kalapas arise and pass away very, very quickly. At this point, you will still not be able to analyse the rupa kalapas, because you still see the rupa kalapas as small particles with size. Since you have not yet removed the three kinds of compactness, compactness of continuity (santati-ghana), compactness of group (samuha-ghana), and compactness of function (kicca-ghana), you are still in the realm of concepts (pabbatti), and have not yet arrived at ultimate reality (paramattha).

It is because you have not removed the concept of group and shape, there is the concept of a small lump or block remaining. If you do not analyse the elements (dhatu) further than this, but instead attempt to do Vipassana by contemplating the arising and passing-away of these rupa kalapas, then you would be trying to do Vipassana on concepts. So you must continue to analyse the elements further, until you can see them in single kalapas: this is in order to reach ultimate reality.

You should discern the four elements in rupa kalapas of the eye-base, ear-base, nose-base, tongue-base, body-base, and heart-base each in turn. Discern the four elements in both the transparent and opaque rupa kalapas of those six bases.

Each rupa kalapa contains at least eight types of materiality. They are: earth, water, fire, air, colour, odour, taste, and nutritive-essence. Therefore, after you have discerned the four elements in both the transparent and opaque rupa kalapas of the six sense-bases, you should also try to discern the colour, odour, taste, and nutritive-essence in those rupa kalapas.

After having discerned the basic eight kinds of materiality in rupa kalapas, you should try to discern the remaining types of materiality in specific rupa kalapas, such as life-faculty, sex-determining-materiality, heart-base materiality, until you have discerned the materiality of all types of kalapas. Then you can proceed to discern mentality.

How to Discern Mentality

Let me begin by explaining briefly the basic principles of Abhidhamma that are necessary to understand the discernment of mentality.

In Buddhist Abhidhamma the mind is seen as consisting of a consciousness which knows its object, and mental-concomitants which arise with that consciousness. There are fifty-two such mental-concomitants, for example: contact (phassa), feeling (vedana), perception (sabba), intention (cetana), one-pointedness (ekaggata), life-faculty (jivitindriya), and attention (manasikara).

There are a total of eighty-nine types of consciousness which are classified according to whether they are wholesome, unwholesome, or indeterminate, and also according to their plane of existence, sensual plane (kamavacara), fine-material plane (rupavacara), immaterial plane (arupavacara), or supramundane (lokuttara).

In brief, there are two types of consciousness:

1. Consciousness in the thought-process or cognitive-process (cittavithi) and,

2. Consciousness outside the thought-process (vithi-mutta), on the occasion of rebirth, bhavavga, and death.

There are six types of thought-process, the eye-door, ear-door, nose-door, tongue-door, body-door, mind-door thought-processes, taking visible objects, sounds, smells, tastes, tangibles, and mental objects respectively as object. The first five types of thought-process are collectively called the five-door thought-process (pabcadvara-vithi), and the last one is called the mind-door thought-process (manodvara-vithi) Each type of thought-process comprises a series of different types of consciousness. The consciousnesses in any one thought-process, as well as in the preceding and following processes, occur in due order in accordance with natural law (cittaniyama). If you want to discern mentality, you must try to see them in due order in accordance with that natural law. 

How to Discern the Jhana Thought Process

If you have attained jhana concentration using mindfulness-of-breathing, or another object, then the best place to start to discern mentality is to discern the consciousness and mental-concomitants associated with that jhana state.

There are two reasons for this. The first reason is that you observed the five jhana factors when developing jhana, and so you have some experience already in discerning the mental-concomitants associated with jhana. The second reason is that the jhana impulsion consciousnesses (jhana-javana-citta) that are present during jhana occur many times in succession, and are therefore prominent and easy to discern. This is in contrast to the normal sensual plane thought-process (kamavacara-vithi) in which impulsion (javana) only occurs seven times before a completely new thought-process occurs.

So if you have attained jhana, such as anapana-jhana, and wish to discern mentality, begin by entering the first jhana. Emerging from the first jhana, you discern bhavavga, the mind-door, and anapana patibhaga-nimitta together. When the anapana patibhaga-nimitta appears in bhavavga, you discern the five jhana factors according to their individual characteristics. Practise until you can discern the five factors all at once in each first jhana impulsion consciousness (javana-citta). The five factors are:

1. Applied thought (vitakka): directing and placing of the mind on the object, the patibhaga-nimitta.

2. Sustained thought (vicara): maintaining the mind on the object, the patibhaga-nimitta.

3. Joy (piti): liking for the patibhaga-nimitta.

4. Bliss (sukha): pleasant feeling or happiness associated with experiencing the patibhaga-nimitta.

5. One-pointedness (ekaggata): one-pointedness of mind on the patibhaga-nimitta.

After you have discerned these five mental formations, you should attempt to discern each of the other mental formations present in the first jhana impulsion consciousness. You should begin by discerning either consciousness (vibbana), contact (phassa), or feeling (vedana). You should discern whichever is prominent, and then discern it in every first jhana impulsion consciousness. You should discern each of the remaining types of mental formations by adding one type at a time, so that you are able to see first one type of mental formation in each first jhana impulsion consciousness, then two types, then three types, etc., until eventually you can see all thirty-four types of mental formations in each first jhana impulsion consciousness. 

When you can discern all thirty-four types of mental formations in the first jhana impulsion consciousness you should try to discern all types of mental formations present in each and every consciousness that occurs in a mind-door thought-process (manodvara-vithi).

A mind-door thought-process of the first jhana consists of a sequence of six types of consciousness each with different functions. The first type has twelve mental formations and the rest all have thirty-four mental formations. 

1. The first to occur is mind-door-adverting consciousness (manodvaravajjana), in which you can discern twelve mental formations.

2. The second one is a preparatory consciousness (parikamma), in which you can discern thirty-four mental formations.

3. The third one is an access consciousness (upacara), in which you can discern also thirty-four mental formations.

4. The fourth one is a conformity consciousness (anuloma), in which you can discern also thirty-four mental formations.

5. The fifth one is a change-of-lineage consciousness (gotrabhu), in which you can discern also thirty-four mental formations.

6. Finally, the sixth one is an uninterrupted sequence of jhana impulsion consciousnesses (jhana-javana-citta), in which you can discern also thirty-four mental formations.

After you have discerned all the types of mental formation that arise in each consciousness of a first jhana mind-door thought-process, you should discern the common characteristic of all mentality, which is their characteristic of bending towards and sticking to an object. Then you simply discern all the thirty-four mental formations in the first jhana as mentality (nama).

  You need to go through the similar discernment and analysis of mentality of all types of thought-process of six doors. 

  Now you have discerned materiality and mentality internally. But that is not enough. You must also discern the external materiality and mentality with direct perception, and gradually increase you field of perception until the whole world system. When you are able to discern internal and external mentality-and-materiality in this way, you have temporary removed the wrong view of personality (sakkayaditthi), because you do not see any man, woman, son, daughter, dog, cat and so on, but only mentality and materiality.

How to Discern Dependent-Origination?

Now you have attained the first type of insight, namely, the Knowledge of Analysing Mentality and Materiality. Having attained this, you can proceed to practise the discernment of dependent-origination, discerning the causes of mentality and materiality. Since the main cause which gave rise to your present life is your kamma which ripened in your previous life, you must be able to discern your mentality and materiality backward up to your past life.

There are several ways in which a meditator can develop the ability to discern dependent-origination. It would take some time to explain in detail the many methods, so I shall illustrate only the two methods by which I most often teach meditators to discern dependent-origination.

Both of the two methods involve discerning the five aggregates (khandha) in the present, in the past, and in the future. After discerning the five aggregates in the present, past, and future, you need to discern the relationships of cause and effect over these three periods.

At the beginning, you should gradually discern backward your mentality and materiality which occurred one day ago, two day ago, one month ago, two month ago, one year ago, two year ago, up to the time you entered your mother’s womb. Then you discern backward into your immediate past life. Having seen the volitional formations and kamma which ripened at near death moments in your immediate past life, you can easily see the ignorance, craving and clinging which surrounded them. After seeing the five past causes which gave rise to your present human life, you should discern the causal relationship between those past causes and resultant mentality and materiality produced by kamma in the present life.

Examples

In order to make this clearer, let me give an example of what one meditator was able to discern. When she concentrated and investigated at the time near death, she discerned the mentality and materiality there, and saw the kamma object of a woman offering fruit to a Buddhist monk. Then beginning with the four elements, she further examined the mentality and materiality present while making that offering of fruit to the Buddhist monk. She found that the woman was a very poor and uneducated villager, who having reflected on her own state of suffering, had made an offering to the monk with the wish for life as an educated woman in a large town.

In this case, ignorance is the wrong knowledge that ‘an educated woman in a large town’ is a reality; the liking and craving for life as an educated woman is craving; the attachment to life as an educated woman is clinging. The wholesome intentions (kusala-cetana) to offer fruit to a Buddhist monk are the volitional formations, and the kamma is the kammic force of those volitional formations. 

In this present life that woman is an educated woman in a large town in Myanmar. She was able to directly discern with right view, how the kammic force of offering fruit in her past life has produced the resultant five aggregates in this present life.

The ability to discern causes and effects in this way is the knowledge called the Knowledge of Discerning Cause and Condition (paccaya-pariggaha-bana).

When you are able to discern the immediate past life in this way, and are able to see the five causes of ignorance, craving, clinging, volitional formations, and kamma in the past life, and also the five results of rebirth-linking consciousness (patisandhi-citta), mentality-and-materiality, the six sense-bases, contact, and feeling in the present life, you need to discern in the same way progressively further back to the second, third, and fourth past life. You should do this for as many lives as you can discern in the past. 

How to Discern the Future

Once the power of this insight-knowledge has been developed by discerning causes and effects through those past lives, you can, in the same way, discern causes and effects in the future. The future you will see, and which may still change, is the result of past causes together with present causes, such as the meditation practice you are doing. To do this you start by discerning the present materiality and mentality, and then look into the future until the time of death in this life. At that time you are able to see that either the kamma, kamma sign, or rebirth sign will appear because of the power of a particular kamma you have performed in this life. You will then be able to discern the rebirth-linking mentality and materiality to be produced in the future life.

If when discerning a future life, it is a life in the brahma realm, then there are only three doors: eye, ear, and mind, whereas the deva and human realms each has six doors. 

You must continue to investigate in this way and discern up until the time when ignorance finally ceases without remainder. This happens with the attainment of the arahant path (arahatta-magga). You should continue up till the cessation of the five aggregates without remainder, which occurs at the end of that arahant life, at Parinibbana. Therefore, you have to discern as many lives into the future as will occur until your own attainment of arahantship and Parinibbana. You are then able to discern that with the ceasing of ignorance, mentality and materiality cease. Thus you are able to discern the ceasing of phenomena (dhamma).

The method of discerning the five aggregates in this way, in the past, present, and future, and also discerning their causal relation, I call the fifth method. It is the method taught by the Venerable Sariputta and recorded in the Patisambhidamagga. Having completed the fifth method, you can learn how to discern according to what is called the first method. That is the method taught by the Buddha. He teaches it in many suttas, for example, the Nidana Vagga Samyutta, and the Mahanidana Sutta in the Digha Nikaya.

The first method of dependent-origination (paticcasamuppada) goes over three lives and in forward order. It begins with the causes in the past life, namely, ignorance and volitional formations. Those factors cause the results in the present life: rebirth-linking consciousness, mentality-and-materiality, the six sense-bases, contact, and feeling. There are then the causes in this life, craving, clinging, and becoming, which produce the results of birth, aging, death, and all forms of suffering in the future life.

Having attained the second knowledge called the Knowledge of Discerning Cause and Condition, you have temporary removed the wrong views of annihilation, eternity, non-cause, and inefficacy. Having seen that there is a continuity of mentality-and-materiality from past to future, you have temporary removed the wrong view of annihilation. Having seen that all mentality and materiality pass away immediately after their arising, you have temporary removed the wrong view of eternity. Having seen that all mentality and materiality have their own causes which give rise to them, you have temporary removed the wrong view of non-cause. Having seen that causes can produce their own results, you have temporary removed the wrong view of inefficacy. Thus, this knowledge not only can remove our doubt about past, present, and future lives, but also can remove various kinds of wrong view.

Having analysed mentality, materiality, and dependent-origination, you can now proceed to practise Vipassana. Before seeing ultimate mentality and materiality and discerning dependent-origination, you cannot practise Vipassana and comprehend the nature of impermanence, suffering, and non-self. Why? Because ultimate mentality and materiality, and the factors of dependent-origination are the objects of Vipassana. If you practise Vipassana without being able to discern them, then your Vipassana is not real Vipassana. If you care for your own welfare and that of others, you should consider this seriously.

The third knowledge is the Knowledge of Comprehension (sammasana-bana).  This is the knowledge that comprehends formations by groups. The development of this knowledge involves dividing conditioned things into groups: into two groups, as mentality and materiality; or five groups, as the five aggregates; or twelve groups, as the twelve bases; or eighteen groups, as the eighteen elements; or again twelve groups, as the twelve factors of dependent-origination. Then it involves taking those groups, and applying the three characteristics of impermanence (anicca), suffering (dukkha), and non-self (anatta) to each group. This is the beginning stage of Vipassana proper.

You must comprehend internal, external, past, present, and future mentality and materiality as impermanent, suffering, and non-self, so that you are sure that none of the formations is permanent, happy, and self. Otherwise how can you be sure that in the external there is no such a thing as permanent god, and in the internal there is no such a thing as permanent sole?

If you proceed to the next stage called the Knowledge of Arising and Passing-Away, you will be able to discern mentality and materiality up to their momentary present. You can then clearly see their extremely quick arising and passing-away. You can also use your succeeding thought-process to comprehend your preceding thought-process as impermanent, suffering, and non-self. From the Knowledge of Dissolution onwards, you should not pay attention to the arising stage of formations or mentality-and-materiality. Practising in this way, when your insight is matured you will see only the passing-away of formations. You should comprehend the passing-away of internal, external, past, present, and future formations as impermanent, suffering, and non-self. Comprehending in this way, you will see the fault of all formations which have nothing to hold to, and you will get disenchanted with them. Having become disenchanted with all formations which are conditioned dhammas, your mind will naturally look for the only unconditioned dhamma which is Nibbana. If you have enough past paramis, and if you put forth enough effort to practise Vipassana, when your insight is mature, you will attain the Path Knowledge and Fruition Knowledge, which take Nibbana as object.

If time allows me I would like to discuss Vipassana with you in detail. But we have not enough time. Anyway I would suggest you to practise it yourselves, and experience for yourselves with direct knowledge. That is the true way which leads you to the deathless state, Nibbana. That is the best benefit Buddhism can bring to humankind. And I shall stop my talk here.

May all beings attain Nibbana soon.
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