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Question 1: What is ‘jhayati’? Does one need ‘jhayati’ while meditating? Could the Sayadaw explain with examples?

Answer 1: ‘Jhayati’ is a verb. It has two meanings. One is to burn the defilements. The other is to penetrate or fix the mind deeply to the meditation object (to burn the defilements). Its noun is ‘jhana.’ If one concentrate on one’s meditation object deeply, one may attain jhana. There are two types of jhana: mundane jhana and supramundane jhana. Mundane jhana is divided into two types, that is, samatha jhana and vipassana jhana. This is an explanation of jhana in a broad sense. Supramundane jhanas remove defilements permanently, while mundane jhanas remove defilements only temporarily. Both ways of removing defilements are called burning defilements. Therefore while meditating, you need to apply ‘jhayati’ to attain ‘jhana.’ I would like to explain with examples.

When one is practicing samatha meditation and entering the first jhana, five jhana factors are present in one’s mental formations. These jhana factors are called samatha jhana. They remove defilements for quick a period of time, such as one hour, two hours, one day, two days, and etc. When one is practicing vipassana, contemplating formations as impermanent, suffering or non-self, one’s insight knowledge is usually accompanied by five jhana factors. These five jhana factors are called vipassana jhana. They also remove defilements for quick a period of time. A good example is the Mahanaga Mahathera. His samatha and vipassana jhanas removed defilements for sixty years. 

When one’s vipassana insight knowledge becomes mature, one will realize Nibbana with Path Knowledge and Fruition Knowledge. If one realizes Nibbana while contemplating the sensual plane dhammas or the first jhana dhammas as impermanent, suffering or non-self, five jhana factors are present in one’s Noble Path mental formations. But when one realizes Nibbana while contemplating the second jhana dhammas as impermanent, suffering or non-self, one’s Path Knowledge is concomitant with three jhana factors. These jhana factors burn some defilements completely without remainder. If one attains arahantship, the jhana factors concomitant with arahant Path Knowledge burn all of the remaining defilements completely without remainder. These jhana factors are supramundane jhanas.

Therefore applying ‘jhayati’ to fix the mind deeply to the meditation object is necessary for both samatha and vipassana meditations. Keeping on practicing in this way, in due course, a samatha vehicle meditator may obtain both samatha jhana and vipassana jhana, and a pure vipassana meditator may obtain vipassana jhana. Then, when their five controlling faculties are strong enough and balanced they may attain the supramundane jhana and become Noble Ones.

Question 2: What is the difference between the mental state in a jhana and that in sleep?

Answer 2: When one is sleeping soundly without a dream bhavavga consciousness, life continuum, occurs successively. For human beings, mental formations in bhavavga consciousness moment are sensual plane mental formations. When one is dreaming, weak sensual plane mind-door cognitive-processes occur. In jhana, fine-material or immaterial plane mental formations occur successively. The mental formations in jhana are exalted and superior to sensual plane mental formations. 

Jhana consciousness recognizes the jhana object deeply. Bhavavga consciousness recognizes the same object of the near-death impulsion, maranasanna-javana, in the previous life. It cognizes the object not so deeply as jhana consciousness. The weak sensual plane mind-door cognitive-processes in dreams know sensual objects loosely. These are their differences.

Question 3: Does a ‘vegetable’ still have mind?

Answer 3: Since a ‘vegetable’ depends on machines for maintaining vital signs, it is very difficult to say whether his or her still has mind or not.

Question 4: Can one attain arahantship by practising mere vipassana?

Answer 4: Yes, if one follows the correct way of practice taught by the Buddha. This type of arahant is called Suddhavipassana arahant, one who attains arahantship through mere vipassana practice.

Question 5: How does the Sayasaw think about those whose dead bodies do not decay? Is that our goal of meditation?

Answer 5: The Buddha says that one’s wishes can be achieved due to one’s purification of virtue. These people might have cultivated pure virtue in this life or one of previous lives. Based on that purification of virtue, they made a wish that their bodies should not decay after death. When that wholesome kammic force was mature, their bodies kept intact long after they died without deacying. 

There was an example in Myanmar. A woman’s corpse was found intact, without trace of decay, long after she died. However she was not a real Buddhist nor did she keep precepts when she was alive. In this case, this result of her unfading body might be due to her pure virtue and wishes in a previous life. 

However, in the long run, their bodies will be destroyed, because all formations including materiality are impermanent. Anyway, this is by no means our goal of meditation.

Question 6: How does the Sayadaw think about transferring merits to the departed ones? How well will it work?

Answer 6: It is mentioned in the Sivgalovada Sutta of Digha Nikaya that sons and daughters have a duty to perform meritorious deeds and transfer the merits to their departed parents. 

In one Sutta of the Avguttara Nikaya it is mentioned that everyone, except an arahant, must reach one of five destinations after death. The five destinations are destination of deva, human, ghost, animal and Hell. Among them only one kind of ghost in ghost destination called paradattupajivika-peta is able to get benefit from others’ sharing of merits, but not others. ‘Paradattupajivika-peta’ means the ghost that expects its livelihood from the sharing merits of others. 

After death, if one reaches the deva or human destination one enjoys sensual pleasures according to one’s own mature wholesome kamma. If one reaches the animal or Hell destination or becomes any kind of ghost except paradattupajivika-peta, one suffers according to one’s own mature unwholesome kamma. In these cases, one cannot benefit from the sharing of merits done by relatives or friends of one’s previous life. The performers of the merits get benefits themselves. 

A paradattupajivika-peta gets benefits from others’ sharing merits in one of two ways: one is to enjoy happiness in the ghost world; the other is to escape from the ghost world. Which type one will get depends on one’s own kamma and the strength of the merits. I should like to explain with two examples.

In ancient time Nandaka was a general of King Pivgala. He held the wrong view of annihilation. His daughter, Uttara, was a sotapanna. After passing away, he became a paradattupajivika-peta. Uttara offered food to an arahant bhikkhu who was going for alms-round. She shared the merit to her departed father, Nandaka. Nandaka, now a paradattupajivika-peta, rejoiced over that merit by calling out ‘sadhu.’ Because of this wholesome mental power, he enjoyed sensual pleasures as excellent as those in deva world for six months. After six months, however, he reached Hell due to his annihilation view, after his death in the ghost world.

The other example is King Bimbisara’s previous relations. In the time of Vipassi Buddha, they were cooks in the royal kitchen. They had a responsibility to prepare food for Vipassi Buddha and one hundred thousand bhikkhus. However they ate the food intended for the Buddha and bhikkhus first before offering it. Because of this unwholesome kamma they all reached Hell after death. After staying in Hell for a long time, they came out from there and became paradattupajivika-petas in the ghost world. 

When Kakusandha Buddha appeared in the world, they came to ask the Buddha when they would escape from the state of being ghosts. Kakusandha Buddha told them to ask the next Buddha, Konagama Buddha. They waited for a long time until Konagama Buddha appeared in the world and asked him the same question. Konagama Buddha told them to ask the next Buddha, Kassapa Buddha. Again they waited for a long time until Kassapa Buddha appeared in the world and asked that same question. Kassapa Buddha told them that they would escape from the ghost world in Gotama Buddha’s time. So they waited for Gotama Buddha to appear in the world for another long time. 

In the time our Buddha, Gotama Buddha, these ghosts’ previous relative, King Bimbisara, offered Veluvana monastery to the Buddha and the Savgha. However he did not share the merit to his relations. These ghosts did not get the sharing of merit they had been longing after for such a long time. Out of a strong desire to escape from the great suffering in the ghost world, they cried out loudly and terribly in King Bimbisara’s palace garden at night. King Bimbisara was so frightened that he went to see the Buddha the next morning. The Buddha told him the story of these ghosts and the way to help them. Then King Bimbisara offered requisites to the Buddha and the Savgha and shared the merit to these ghosts. The reason why he did a new meritorious deed was that only sharing the merit done freshly could benefit paradattupajivika-petas. The ghosts were very happy when King Bimbisara shared merit to them and they called out ‘sadhu’ to rejoice at the merit. Since their unwholesome kammic force was nearly exhausted, they escaped from the ghost world and reached the deva world after their rejoicing. 

We must understand these two types of effect sharing merits produce. It is advisable for us to perform wholesome actions, such as giving donations, keeping precepts and practicing samatha and vipassana, and share the merits with our departed relatives and friends.
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