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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). Let us take mindfulness-of-breathing meditation as an example. 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 and stable 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.

 Strengthening and balancing 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 (savkhara). Non-forgetfulness or keeping the mind on these formations and their three general characteristics, impermanence, suffering and non-self, is called mindfulness. Fixing the mind on these formations and their three general characteristics without any wavering is called concentration. Penetrating into these formations and knowing their impermanent, 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 strengthening 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: In a previous question-and-answer, the Sayadaw explained that if a bhikkhu stole properties worth five masakas (or one pada) or more, he committed a parajika offence. Could the Sayadaw explain how many U.S. dollars do five masakas equal?

Answer 2: Nowadays it is very difficult to point out exactly how many U.S. dollars five masakas equal? The commentary says that in ancient Indian currency a kahapana equaled four padas and a pada equaled five masakas. According to subcommentaries, such as the Vajirabuddhi-tika, a kahapana or pada was made up of gold, silver and brass. However we cannot know the exact proportions of these three components in a kahapana or a pada. 

According to Myanmar traditional way of calculating, we use a kind of seed called ‘Rwegisi’ for measuring. Gold shopkeepers also use Rwegisi seeds to weigh gold. There are two types of Rwegisi, big one and small one. A small Rwegisi seed is a little bigger than a rice grain. A big Rwegisi seed is two times the weight of a small one. The weight of four big Rwegisi seeds or eight small ones is equal to that of a masaka. This kind of measuring is believed to have been handed down from ancient India.

Anyway, the best policy is not to commit any stealing. Our ancient Elders advised us to view others’ properties as poisonous snakes. Unless the owner permits us to take up his things to have a look, we do not even touch them. It pays to keep precepts carefully, since it prevents one from the disturbance of remorse.

Question 3: Could the Sayadaw please explain the meaning of the four measureless states, ‘metta, karuna, mudita, upekkha’? How should one practice them? And what is metta bhavana?

Answer 3: According to Visuddhimagga, metta, loving-kindness, means the desire of bringing welfare and good to beings. It is the way to purity for one who has much ill will. Karuna, compassion, means the desire of removing suffering from beings. It is the way to purity for one who has much cruelty. Mudita, appreciative-joy, means the gladness at beings’ success. It is the way to purity for one who has much aversion (arati), i.e. unhappiness to see others’ successes. Upekkha, equanimity, means the impartial neutrality towards beings. It is the way of purity for one who has much greed.

They are called ‘measureless states’ because their objects are measureless beings. Instead of being developed only towards a single being or beings in an limited area, they should be pervaded towards beings in the whole universe. This is why they are called measureless states.

Metta bhavana means the meditation subject of developing loving-kindness towards beings. It is the first one of the four measureless states.

One who wants to develop these four should practice loving-kindness first, then compassion, appreciative-joy and equanimity. To begin with, you develop loving-kindness towards yourself with the following four thoughts: May I be free from danger, may I be free from mental pain, may I be free from physical pain, and may I be well and happy. After your mind has become soft and gentle, then proceed to a respectable person of your own gender. First, you recollect his or her smiling face or whole body, then send loving-kindness with one of four thoughts: May this good person be free from danger, may this good person be free from mental pain, may this good person be free from physical pain, and may this good person be well and happy. Develop strong and powerful loving-kindness towards him until you attain the first, second, and third metta jhanas with that thought, then with each of the other three thoughts. In this way, you develop loving-kindness towards ten respectable people of your own gender one by one, then ten dear people, ten neutral people and ten disagreeable people.

After you have succeeded in attaining the third metta jhana with each of them as an object, you have to break down the barriers between yourself, dear people (including respectable people), neutral people, and disagreeable people. First, develop loving-kindness towards yourself for a short time, then towards a dear person, then a neutral person, and then a disagreeable person, attaining up to the third metta jhana with each of the last three. Then for the second round, you practice in the same way but change to another dear, neutral and disagreeable persons. Then for the third round, you change to still another dear, neutral and disagreeable persons … Practice in this way continuously until you eventually break down barriers between these four types of people. At that time your loving-kindness for them are completely equal, without any distinction.

Having broken down the barriers, you may pervade loving-kindness towards all beings in various ways, beginning from beings in a small area, gradually extending to the whole universe and then in ten directions. After you succeed in loving-kindness meditation, you may develop compassion, appreciative-joy, and equanimity meditations following the same procedures. This is only a brief introduction. For detailed instructions, please refer to the Visuddhimagga, Light of Wisdom and Knowing and Seeing. Or when you reach this stage, I will teach you how to practice them systematically.

Question 4: Some one is endowed with ‘special eye-faculty,’ being able to see beings in the ghost world. He even sees that a dying person has only out-breathing but no in-breathing. Is it because he had practiced meditation in his previous life that he has this ability?

Answer 4: We called this kind of ability ‘kammajiddhi,’ the will power produced by kamma. That kamma may be their meditation practice in previous lives. It is also possible that they have come to be reborn in human world from a deva or brahma world, so they are able to see what ordinary people cannot see.

Question 5: Must every meditator begin with anapanasati meditation, but not any other subject of meditation? Can one develop deep and stable concentration by practicing four elements meditation? How many successful cases are there for four elements meditation? 

Answer 5: Not every meditator has to begin with anapanasati. One may begin with any of the forty samatha meditation subjects mentioned in the Visuddhimagga. The Buddha taught different meditation subjects to suit different temperaments of meditators. For example, the Buddha taught anapanasati meditation to suit whose who have restless temperament. Four elements meditation is suitable for those who have sharp wisdom. Loving-kindness meditation is suitable for those who have hatred temperament. Asubha meditation is suitable for those who have a lot of lust. However, according to our experience, most meditators succeed by beginning with either anapanasati or four elements meditation, because they have practiced either one or both of these two in previous lives.

No doubt, one can develop deep and stable concentration by practicing four elements meditation. It is a samatha meditation subject taught by the Buddha himself. If you have strong faith in the Buddha, you should also have strong faith in four elements meditation. To practice four elements meditation, first you discern twelve characteristics of four elements one-by-one in your body. These twelve are hardness, roughness, heaviness and softness, smoothness, lightness, flowing and cohesion, heat and coldness, supporting and pushing. Having been familiar with the twelve characteristics, you should divide them into four groups i.e. four elements. Keep on focusing on four elements in your body generally and developing concentration. When concentration improves, your body becomes white. You should concentrate on four elements in that white body. Then concentration improves further, the white body turns transparent like an ice block or glass. You should concentrate on four elements in that transparent body. When your concentration becomes deep and stable, brilliant light will emit from that transparent body. 

When the brilliant light lasts for about half an hour, you may direct your attention to thirty-two parts of your body. With the assistance of deep and stable concentration of four elements meditation, you will be able to discern thirty-two parts both in your body and in beings in external world. Then you may practice colour kasinas by concentrating on various colours of thirty-two parts. You may develop your concentration up to the fourth jhana with kasina meditation, and up to neither-perception-nor-nonperception jhana step-by-step after removing kasina sign. You may succeed in all other samatha meditation subjects easily, too. Then you may proceed to vipassana meditation and attain various levels of insight knowledge.

Another way is that you may go directly to discern materiality, which is the beginning stage of vipassana, under the assistance of the brilliant light of four elements meditation. Therefore, beginning with four elements meditation, one will succeed in both samatha and vipassana meditations. It is very helpful to understand the benefits of four elements meditation in this way, especially for those who meet with great difficulties in anapanasati meditation.

There are numerous successful meditators who begin with four elements meditation. We cannot say exactly which is more, the number of successful cases of anapanasati or that of four elements meditation. Anyway, for your own benefits, we suggest you to have strong faith in every meditation subject taught by the Buddha and practice it following correct instructions.
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