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Question 1: In meditation, what condition is called falling into bhavavga?

Answer 1: Falling into bhavavga is clearly felt especially when one reaches access concentration stage (upacara Samadhi) and fails to maintain one’s concentration. At that time one may notice there is a blank of mind or a while when one knows nothing. It is because during that while no cognitive processes occur but only bhavavga consciousnesses successively arise and pass away. Bhavavga consciousnesses arise between two cognitive processes and take the near-death object in one’s previous life instead of present object. One cannot perceive that past object unless one has practiced dependent origination. Since not perceiving the object, one feels that one knows nothing. This phenomenon is called falling into bhavavga. It is neither the cessation of mental activity nor Nibbana.

According to the Buddha’s Abhidhamma, after every cognitive process bhavavga usually appears. For the Buddha, two bhavavgas occur between cognitive processes; for Venerable Sariputta, sixteen bhavavgas. For others there are uncountable bhavavgas occurring between two cognitive processes. Although there are so many bhavavgas arising and passing away all that time, one usually does not perceive them. Only when one’s mind is quite calm and concentrated, especially at the access concentration stage, does one clearly perceive the successive occurrence of bhavavgas, the falling into bhavavga. 

When you experience the falling into bhavavga, you are not supposed to be delighted or discouraged, for this is just a natural phenomenon in the course of meditation. All you have to do is continue to keep your mindfulness on your meditation object. When you reach absorption concentration stage, your jhana factors will be powerful enough to maintain your concentration for a long time, without falling into bhavavga.

Question 2: Could the Sayadaw please explain in detail why one cannot discern jhana factors and practice vipassana while staying in samadhi? What is vipassana practiced outside samadhi? Is checking jhana factors a kind of vipassana practiced outside samadhi?

Answer 2: There are three types of concentration (samadhi), namely, momentary concentration (khanika-samadhi), access concentration (upacara-samadhi) and absorption concentration (appana-samadhi or jhana-samadhi). Absorption concentration is deeper than access concentration, which in turn is deeper than momentary concentration. Only emerging from absorption concentration or access concentration can one check jhana factors or practice vipassana. It is because jhana factors and objects of vipassana are not objects of access and absorption concentrations. 

When one practices samatha meditation, for example anapanasati, the object of access and absorption concentrations is the counterpart sign of breathing, anapana-patibhaga-nimitta, not jhana factors. One cannot concentrate on jhana factors to attain access or absorption concentration. After focusing one’s mind on the counterpart sign of breathing for a long time, when one begins to check jhana factors, one has already emerged from access and absorption concentrations. At that time one’s concentration is just momentary concentration. That is why one cannot check jhana factors while staying in access or absorption concentration.

When one is practicing vipassana, one’s objects are ultimate materiality, mentality and their impermanent, suffering and non-self natures. Concentrating on these objects is just momentary concentration, not access or absorption concentration, because these objects are always arising and passing away. One cannot attain access or absorption concentration by concentrating on the objects of vipassana. That is why one cannot practice vipassana while staying in access or absorption concentration.

Practicing vipassana outside samadhi means that emerging from access or absorption concentration one discerns ultimate materiality and mentality and contemplates them as impermanent, suffering and non-self. This is done outside samatha jhana. But at that time there is momentary concentration, vipassana jhana. That prior access or absorption concentration is a powerful support for one to discern and contemplate vipassana objects clearly. In this way, samatha jhana supports vipassana jhana.

Vipassana means contemplating formations as impermanent, suffering and non-self. So if one just checks jhana factors, one is not practicing vipassana. To practice vipassana, one should discern not only jhana factors but also all the other mental formations in the jhana according to the cognitive process. For example, one should discern usually thirty-four mental formations in the first jhana. This is the beginning stage of the purification of view and the foundation of vipassana. Then one should contemplate them as impermanent, suffering and non-self. 

Question 3: Ever since I came here I slept badly every night and got a lot of dreams. I even became afraid of going to bed, because to sleep made me more tired than not to sleep. While meditating I was troubled by sleepiness. My meditation progress went up and down instead of being stable. My assistant teacher suggested me to practice loving-kindness (metta bhavana). I tried and now I am able to sleep well. How can one who has not attained any jhana practice loving-kindness?

The Buddha teaches eleven benefits of practising loving-kindness in the Avguttara Nikaya thus:

‘Bhikkhus, when the mind-deliverance of loving-kindness is cultivated, developed, much practised, made the vehicle, made the foundation, established, consolidated, and properly undertaken, eleven benefits can be expected.  What are the eleven?  He sleeps in comfort; wakes in comfort; and dreams no evil dreams; he is dear to human beings; he is dear to non-human beings; devas guard him; fire, poison and weapons do not affect him; his mind is easily concentrated; his complexion becomes bright; he dies unconfused; and if he penetrates no higher he will be reborn in the Brahma World.’ (AN. V, 342)

However, you will experience these benefits fully only after you master the five hundred and twenty-eight ways of pervading loving-kindness mentioned in the Patisambhidamagga. If you have not reached metta jhana stage, you may get only partial and limited benefits from practicing loving-kindness. For both types of meditators, those who with jhana and who without, the procedures for developing loving-kindness are the same, but the extent of practice differs according to their desires. For example, after sending loving-kindness to oneself in four ways for a few minutes, one sends loving-kindness to a respectable person of one’s own gender. If one aims at attaining metta jhana, one has to develop loving-kindness towards that person until one attains the third metta jhana. Only after that should one change to another respectable one. But if one’s purpose is just to calm the mind, one may change to another respectable person of one’s own gender when one’s mind is calm, gentle and peaceful. In this way one develop loving-kindness towards ten respectable persons of one’s own gender, one by one, then ten dear persons, ten neutral persons, ten disagreeable persons of one’s own gender one by one. 

Then one should break down the barriers between oneself, dear persons (including respectable persons), neutral persons, disagreeable persons by developing loving-kindness towards each of them continuously. After that, one should pervade loving-kindness towards various kinds of beings in gradually enlarging areas, up to the infinite universe. Then one pervades loving-kindness towards beings in every one of ten directions in the infinite universe. A meditator who has attained metta jhana is able to practice all these procedures thoroughly. He sees these objects very clearly and develops such powerful loving-kindness that his concentration is deepened up to the third jhana. For one who has not attained any jhana, however, he can only practice by imagination and good wishes. Nevertheless, he still accumulates wholesome kammas in this practice and gets peaceful mind, which will help him to remove agitation and have a good sleep.

Question 4: What is the greatest obstacle for women to meditate?

Answer 4: In meditation, different people have different obstacles. We cannot say what obstacles are specifically for women, but not for men. Like men, some women also have sharp wisdom. So among the Buddha’s disciples, not only men became chief disciples, etc., but also women became chief disciples, etc. No matter you are a man or a woman, you have to meditate diligently to overcome the five hindrances (sensual desire, hatred, sloth and torpor, restlessness and remorse, skeptical doubt) to attain meditation achievement.

Question 5: Can the meditation subjects taught in the retreat be practiced in ordinary daily life? Or they can be practiced only in a secluded retreat? If it is possible to practice them in daily life, how can one maintain one’s meditation, without letting it fall back?

Answer 5: Yes, the meditation subjects taught in this retreat can be practiced in ordinary daily life. Although practicing them in a secluded retreat is, of course, better, one has to practice them in daily life when such an opportunity is not available. 

Being able to maintain one’s meditation or not depends on one’s devotion and diligence. While meditating in daily life, some are able to put aside all worries and devote themselves to meditation. Such people are able to maintain their meditation. But some cannot put aside worries and therefore cannot concentrate well. They must try to meditate again and again diligently and perseveringly. Usually after they have practiced every day for several years they gradually become skilful in meditation. At that time they are able to maintain their meditation in daily life.

In the Buddha’s time women usually went to listen to the Dhamma and meditate in monasteries in the daytime. Men went to monasteries in the nighttime. Since they listened to the Dhamma and practiced meditation so diligently they were able to maintain their meditation. That was why most of them became Noble Ones. For example, all the people in the Kuru Country became Noble Ones. They meditated even while doing their jobs, such as cooking and weaving. 

To maintain one’s meditation, one should meditate for at least one or two hours daily. During that one or two hours, one should try to put aside all worries, memories and plans and attend the mind only to one’s meditation object. One must also apply correct methods in meditation to prevent a waste of time. Gradually one will be able to remove restlessness, sleepiness and other obstacles, and concentrate on one’s meditation object for longer and longer time. Then one is able to maintain one’s meditation.
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