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Question 1: What is meditation cetana? While meditating, does one need meditation cetana? Could the Sayadaw please explain with examples?

Answer 1: When a meditator is practicing samatha or vipassana meditation with joy and associated with wisdom, there are thirty-four mental formations arising in his mental processes. Among these thirty-four mental formations one is cetana (volition) named samatha or vipassana cetana, or as what you have called it meditation cetana. Meditation cetana means the volition urging the concomitant mental formations toward samatha or vipassana object. If this volition is strong, one is able to meditate well. On the other hand, if the volition is weak, one cannot exert much energy in his practice. So strong meditation volition is important. 

However five controling falcuties are even more important here. They are sadha (faith), viriya (effort), sati (mindfulness), samadhi (concentration), and pabba (wisdom). In the beginning of practice, faith means the confidence of the fact that anapanasati pratice leads to jhana. Effort means exerting sufficient energy to know the breath. Mindfulness means non-forgetfulness or keeping the mind on the breath. Concentration means one-pointedness of the mind, which is fixing the mind on the breath. Wisdom means knowing the breath clearly. These five controlling faculties are predominant among these thirty-four mental formations. If they are strong and balanced, the meditator will progress in leaps and bounds. When anapana nimitta appears due to deep concentration, then faith is the confidence believing that concentrating on anapana nimitta leads to jhana. Effort is putting forth energy toward anapana nimatta. Mindfulness is constantly keeping the mind on the anapana nimatta. Concentration is one-pointedness of the mind in anapana nimitta. Wisdom is penetrating into anapana nimitta.

 These five controlling falcuties are important in vipassana as well. In vipassana meditation, faith means confidence in vipassana practice that it is the way for realization of Nibbana, the end of all suffering. Effort means to apply energy to penetrate the four noble truths, or putting forth energy to penetrate the truth of suffering and the truth of the origin of suffering, which are both objects of vipassana. They are also called formations (sankhara). Non-forgetfulness or keeping the mind with these formations is called mindfulness. Fixing the mind on these formations without any wavering is called concentration. Penetrating into these formations and knowing their impermanence, suffering and non-self nature is called wisdom.

 These five controlling faculties arise together with volition. Without volition five controlling faculties cannot arise. If volition is strong five controlling faculties will be strong, too. If volition is weak five controlling faculties will be weak, too. So one needs strong meditation cetana in one’s practice. But the most essential factors for success are the balancing of five controlling faculties.

If you have no meditation cetana or you have doubt in the practice, you will not have any achievement in your meditation.

Question 2: What is mindfulness? When mindfulness is present, is clear comprehension certainly present? 

Answer 2: There are four types of mindfulness (sati): 

1. mindfulness of body (kayanupassana satipatthana), 

2. mindfulness of feeling (vedananupassana satipatthana), 

3. mindfulness of mind (cittanupassana satipatthana), 

4. mindfulness of Dhamma (dhammanupassana satipatthana). 

Therefore, mindfulness means keeping the mind on the body, feeling, mind and Dhamma without forgetfulness. It has the characteristic of sinking into the object like a stone thrown into a pond. It does not simply float on top like a gourd on water. So mindfulness makes itself and concomitant mental formations sink into the object of meditation. When you are practicing anapanasati, your mindfulness must be sunk into the breath. Mindfulness has the function of not forgetting the object of meditation. It constantly keeps the mind on the object without any interruption. The manifestation of mindfulness is guarding the mind or guarding the meditation object so that no defilement will creep in. A mental state associated with mindfulness will not succumb to any defilement. Another manifestation of mindfulness is to keep the attention face to face with the object. The proximate cause of mindfulness is strong and firm perception on meditation object or four foundations of mindfulness.

There are four types of clear comprehension: 

1. Clear comprehension of purpose (satthaka sampajabba); 

2. Clear comprehension of suitability (sappaya sampajabba); 

3. Clear comprehension of resort (gocara sampajabba); it refers to any of forty subjects of samatha meditation,

4. Clear comprehension of non-delusion (asammoha sampajabba); it is clear comprehension of ultimate materiality and mentality and their causes. So clear comprehension of non-delusion includes all vipassana meditation. 

Here mindfulness is usually concomitant with clear comprehension (sampajabba). Clear comprehension is also known as wisdom or insight knowledge. When a meditator’s mindfulness and wisdom are both strong and powerful, he will easily succeed in samatha and vipassana meditations. 

When mindfulness is strong, concentration is also strong. When both of them are strong, clear comprehension will also be strong. To the contrary, when mindfulness is weak, concentration is also weak. At that time clear comprehension cannot arise. That is why the Buddha taught in the Samadhi Sutta of Sacca Samyutta in this way: ‘Bhikkhus, you should cultivate concentration. A bhikkhu with concentrated mind sees dhammas as they really are.’ From here we can know that concentration is the proximate cause of clear comprehension. However, without mindfulness concentration cannot occur. This is why clear comprehension is usually absent when mindfulness and concentration are weak.

Question 3: What are the relations and differences among these four: the breath between nostrils and upper lip, feeling of that breath, sensation of that breath, and the touching sensation between that breath and skin? Why should one take only breath as an object?

Answer 3: Breath is a group of materiality. If you practice four elements meditation on your breath systematically, you will see that it is made up of numerous tiny material particles, kalapas. Feeling and sensation of that breath are the same thing, vedana, which is a mental factor. Touching sensation is essentially body consciousness, kayavibbana. Consciousnesses and mental factors are both mentality. So they are different from breath, which is materiality.

The breath between nostrils and upper lip is the object of anapanasati kammatthana, mindfulness-of-breathing meditation; while feeling, sensation and touching sensation are not. If one concentrates only on the breath, one is able to develop deep concentration and nimitta will appear soon. Concentrating on the nimitta perfectly, one will attain jhana. However, if one concentrates on feeling, sensation or touching sensation, one cannot develop enough concentration for anapana nimitta to appear and therefore cannot attain jhana. This is why one should take only breath as one’s object.

Question 4: While one is jogging or climbing a mountain and is using one’s mouth to breathe, which breath should one concentrate on?

Answer 4: For mindfulness-of-breathing meditation, a meditator’s object is only the breath as it touches the nostrils or upper lip. The commentary does not mention that the breath passing the mouth is also an object of mindfulness-of-breathing meditation. So when one is breathing through one’s mouth and cannot perceive the breath touching the nostrils or upper lip, one should keep one’s mind at these places and try to be aware of the breath. If one is careful and patient enough in doing so, eventually one will be able to discern very subtle breath there.

Question 5: After one is ordained, if one’s parents have difficulties in making a living, should one go back home to take care of them?

Answer 5: The Buddha permits bhikkhus to take care of their parents. A bhikkhu may share his alms food and other requisites with his parents. He takes care of them in this way without the necessity to disrobe. 

Question 6: If one gains a profit through evading taxes or helping others to evade taxes, does one commit a stealing? If a layperson breaks five precepts, how should he or she confess and keep five precepts again? 

Answer 6: 
According to Vinaya Pitaka, evading taxes or helping others to evade taxes is one among twenty-five kinds of stealing. If one does so, one commits a stealing no matter one is a monk or a layperson. If a bhikkhu steals properties worth one pada (five masaka) or more, he commits a parajika offence, and is no longer a bhikkhu.

If a layperson breaks five precepts, he loses them, so it is not necessary for him to confess his offence. However, he should make a resolution not to break five precepts again. He may receive five precepts again in front of a novice monk, a bhikkhu or a Buddha image, and then keep them carefully.
Question 7: What is Dhammacakkhu? What is sotapanna?

Answer 7: In the Dhammacakkapavattana Sutta and some other Suttas, dhammacakkhu means sotapattimagga, Path of the Stream-enterer. But in some Suttas, Dhammacakkhu means anagamimagga, Path of Non-returner. In the Dhammacakkapavattana Sutta the Dhammacakkhu of the Venerable Kondabba was sotapattimagga knowledge. In Brahmayu Sutta the Dhammacakkhu of Brahmayu was anagamimagga knowledge.

Sotapanna is the first of four kinds of Noble Ones, who realize Nibbana. ‘Sota’ means stream, the stream of Noble Ones. ‘Apanna’ means ‘entered upon.’ So a sotapanna is a stream enterer, i.e. one who has entered the stream of Noble Ones.

Question 8: If one feels that all one’s greed, hatred and delusion have been destroyed, can one claim oneself as an arahant? Or how should one check oneself?

Answer 8: We must know that there are three stages of defilement:

1. Anusaya kilesa: the stage of dormancy where defilements remain as a latent tendency at the base of the material and mental continuum;
2. Pariyutthana kilesa: the stage of obsession when defilements come to surface as a factor of active consciousness; and

3. Vitikkama kilesa: the stage of transgression when defilements motivate unwholesome actions of body or speech.

Arahants have completely destroyed all these three stages of defilements. For worldlings, when no defilements arise in their mind, they may feel that all their defilements have been destroyed. However, this may happen just because they have temporarily suppressed defilements of obsession stage (pariyutthana kilesa) and transgression stage (vitikkama kilesa) with powerful insight knowledge or jhana. Actually they have not yet attained any Noble Path Knowledge, so there are still defilements of dormancy stage (Anusaya kilesa) in them. As long as the defilements of dormancy stage have not been uprooted, when they come to contact with some inducing factors, defilements of the other two stages can occur again. 

A famous example is the Mahanaga Mahathera. He was the teacher of Dhammadinna arahant and practised Samatha and Vipassana meditation for more than sixty years. But he was still a worldling (puthujjana). Although he was still a worldling, no defilements arose in his mind within those sixty years, because of strong and powerful Samatha and Vipassana practices. And his precepts were exceedingly pure. Due to these, he thought to himself: ‘I have attained arahantship.’ 

One day, his disciple Dhammadinna arahant was sitting in his own daytime quarters, and he thought: ‘Has our teacher, the Mahanaga Mahathera who lives at Uccavalika, brought his work of asceticism to its conclusion, or not?’ He saw that his teacher was still a worldling and that if he did not come to understand this fact, he would also die a worldling. He rose up into the air with supernormal power and alighted near the Mahanaga Mahathera, who was sitting in his daytime quarters. He paid homage to him, doing his duty, and sat down at one side. The Mahathera asked: ‘Why have you come unexpectedly, friend Dhammadinna?’ Ven. Dhammadinna replied ‘I have come to ask questions, Venerable Sir’. ‘Ask friend. If we know, we shall say’. Ven. Dhammadinna asked a thousand questions. The Mahanaga Mahathera replied to each question without hesitation.

 ‘Your knowledge is very keen, Venerable Sir; when was this state attained by you?’ asked Ven. Dhammadinna. The Mahathera replied ‘Sixty years ago, friend’. – ‘Do you practise concentration, Venerable Sir?’ – ‘That is not difficult, friend.’ – ‘Then create an elephant, Venerable Sir.’ The Mahanaga Mahathera created an elephant all white. ‘Now, Venerable Sir, make that elephant come straight at you with his ears outstretched, his tail extended, putting his trunk in his mouth and making a horrible trumpeting.’ The Mahathera did so. Seeing the frightful aspect of the rapidly approaching elephant, he sprang up and made to run away. Then Ven. Dhammadinna put out a hand, caught him by the hem of his robe, and said ‘Venerable Sir, is there any timidity in one whose cankers are destroyed?’

Then the Mahathera realized that he was still a worldling. He knelt at the Venerable Dhammadinna’s feet and said: ‘Help me, friend Dhammadinna.’ – ‘Venerable Sir, I will help you; that is why I came. Do not worry.’ Then he expounded a meditation subject to him. The Elder took the meditation subject and went up onto the walk, and with the third footstep he reached arahantship.

Therefore, it is not good to claim one’s attainment, because you may have overestimated yourself like the Mahanaga Mahathera. You had better check yourself carefully according to the Buddha’s teaching. For example, a sotapanna has completely destroyed the wrong view of individuality (sakkayaditthi), doubt, jealousy, selfishness and grasping after rites and rituals. He has unshakable faith in the Buddha, the Dhamma, and the Savgha. He will not break precepts intentionally even at the risk of his life and even in a dream. Although he may make mistakes in actions, speeches or thoughts unintentionally, he is unable to conceal them but confesses them to others. He has completely destroyed the wrong view of a soul or self because he has thoroughly understood the dependent origination and the impermanent nature, suffering nature and non-self nature of formations. There are two types of self: supreme self and living self (parama-atta and jiva-atta). Supreme self means a creator. Living self means a self going from one existence to another or a self which ceases completely after death. So sometimes if you find yourself having an intention to break precepts or you have doubt in triple gems or still hold wrong view that materiality and mentality is I or myself, or believe in a creator, you cannot have become a sotapanna, let alone an arahant. A sakadagami has lessened the strength of lust, hatred and delusion. An anagami has uprooted all  hatred and sensual desire. So he will not get angry, worried or fearful. He has no more attachment to any sensual pleasure. Even as a layman, he gives up all money, gold, silver, jewels, etc. If you still get angry, worried or fearful or if you accept money, gold, etc., you cannot have become an anagami. When you come into contact with any of six desirable sensual objects, i.e. desirable sensual visible objects, sounds, smells, tastes, tangible objects and mental objects, if even the slightest craving arises in you, you cannot have become an anagami. When you come into contact with any of six undesirable sensual objects, if even the slightest irritation arises in you, you cannot have become an anagami. An arahant has destroyed all the remaining defilements, including pride, restlessness, slough, torpor and delusion. He has no longing for any existence. His faculties are serene and impeccable. Confronting vicissitudes of life (gain and loss, fame and defame, praise and condemn, happiness and suffering) his mind remains unmoved, stainless and secure. He always sees the impermanent, suffering or non-self natures of formations. Only when he pays attention to concepts does he know that ‘this is a man, a woman, father, son, etc.’ If you still have attachment to your own life or pride in your achievements, you cannot have become an arahant. If you do not have such a constant powerful mindfulness as to always seeing the impermanent, suffering or non-self natures of formations, you cannot have become an arahant. 

These are only a few examples of examining yourself. You should study the Theravada Scripture carefully under a skilled teacher to have a thorough understanding of how to check your meditation experience.

Question 9: Why should the Buddha go for alms?
Answer 9: Actually, it is not necessary for the Buddha to go for alms. However, the Buddha goes for alms for the benefits of beings. Furthermore, the Buddha wants to show the example of Noble Ones. Going for alms is one part in the four-fold of the noble family (ariyavamsa) of recluses. As a recluse, one must be content with the four requisites, i.e. food, robes, abode and medicine. Going for alms is a good practice to be content with food. You have no expectations of what food to get and have to be content with whatever food you have been given. Going for alms also helps to reduce one’s pride. A bhikkhu realizes that he depends on others for four requisites. Therefore there is nothing he is able to be proud of. So going for alms helps a bhikkhu’s training of mind.

1
1
5

