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Question 1: How does one know that one is concentrating on the breath or on the touching point? Sometimes one confuses these two. How to prevent such confusion?

Answer 1: The touching point is your skin. It is still. Breath is the air touching that skin. It is moving inwards or outwards and appears on top of the touching point. You may differentiate them in this way. 

For clearer understanding, I should like to give you a simile. Suppose there is a log placed on the ground and a man saws it with a saw. The cutting place of the log by the saw is like the touching point on your nose tip or upper lip. It is still. The saw’s teeth moving forwards and backwards are like the breaths coming in and going out. The saw’s teeth that touch the log are like the breaths that touch your nose tip or upper lip. Just as the man watches the saw’s teeth where they touch the log, without giving attention to the saw’s teeth as they approach or recede, so you concentrate on the breaths where they touch the aforementioned points without following them into the nostrils or outside. You should differentiate the breath and touching point in this way. Whenever you get confused, please remember the implications of this simile.

Question 2: What are the good manners laypeople should have towards monks or nuns?

Answer 2: Laypeople should show respect to monks and nuns, listen to the Dhamma from them, provide them four kinds of requisites and practice the Dhamma taught by them. ‘Practicing the Dhamma’ means laypeople must keep at least five precepts and practice samatha and vipassana meditations. 

It is mentioned in the Pathika Sutta of Digha Nikaya that a layperson should divide his wealth into four portions: He puts away one portion in case there should be contingencies. He uses another two portions for his business and the other one portion for daily expenses. He takes a part from the last portion to offer four kinds of requisites to monks or nuns.

Question 3: How can one become a good meditator?

Answer 3: To become a good meditator, the most important thing is to set a right goal of practicing meditation. If your goal is right, your attitude towards meditation will also be right. In that case, you will always go on the right way, without being misled astray. What is the right goal of meditation? The Buddha proclaimed it clearly in many places when he granted an ordination to a man. He said: ‘Come, bhikkhu! Well proclaimed is the Dhamma. Live the holy life for the utter destruction of suffering.’ So the utter destruction of suffering is your right goal of meditation. To achieve this goal you must destroy all defilements because they are causes of suffering. There are ten types of defilements, i.e. greed, hatred, delusion, conceit, wrong view, doubt, sloth, restlessness, lack of moral shame, lack of moral dread. You should never forget that your duty is to destroy all of them. However, before your meditation is far advanced, you should at least try to prevent from being overwhelmed by them. 

To destroy all defilements you should diligently undertake the three-fold training, the training of morality, the training of concentration and the training of wisdom. However, on the course of meditation there are many traps and wrong ways. If you are not careful you may fall into a trap of defilements and be led astray on account of a partial success in meditation. That is why the Buddha expounded the Culasaropama Sutta (in Majjhima Nikaya). He said:

“Here some clansman goes forth out of faith from the home life into homelessness, considering: ‘I am a victim of birth, aging, and death, of sorrow, lamentation, pain, grief, and despair; I am a victim of suffering, a prey to suffering. Surely an ending of this whole mass of suffering can be known.’ When he has gone forth thus, he acquires gain, honour, and renown. He is pleased with that gain, honour, and renown, and his intention is fulfilled. On account of it he lauds himself and disparages others thus: ‘I have gain, honour, and renown, but these other bhikkhus are unknown, of no account.’ So he arouses no desire to act, he makes no effort for the realization of those other states that are higher and more sublime than gain, honour, and renown; he hangs back and slackens. I say that this person is like the man needing heartwood, who came to a great tree standing possessed of heartwood, and passing over its heartwood, its sapwood, its inner bark, and its outer bark, cut off its trigs and leaves and took them away thinking they were heartwood; and so whatever it was he had to make with heartwood, his purpose will not have been served.”

This is the first type of meditator mentioned in that Sutta. Being contented with and proud of gain, honour, and renown, he falls into a trap of defilements and is misled astray. Therefore he cannot attain the real goal of meditation. Then the Buddha explained the second type of meditator thus:

“He acquires gain, honour, and renown. He is not pleased with that gain, honour, and renown, and his intention is not fulfilled. He does not, on account of it, laud himself and disparage others. He arouses desire to act and he makes an effort for the realization of those other states that are higher and more sublime than gain, honour, and renown; he does not hang back and slacken. He achieves the attainment of virtue. He is pleased with that attainment of virtue and his intention is fulfilled. On account of it he lauds himself and disparages others thus: ‘I am virtuous, of good character, but these other bhikkhus are immoral, of evil character.’ So he arouses no desire to act, he makes no effort for the realization of those other states that are higher and more sublime than the attainment of virtue; he hangs back and slackens.”

The Buddha says that this type of meditator is like one who mistakes outer bark for heartwood. Being contented with and proud of the attainment of virtue, he falls into a trap of defilements and is misled astray. Therefore he cannot attain the real goal of meditation. Then the Buddha explains the third type of meditator thus:

“He acquires gain, honour, and renown. He is not pleased with that gain, honour, and renown, and his intention is not fulfilled … He achieves the attainment of virtue. He is pleased with that attainment of virtue, but his intention is not fulfilled. He does not, on account of it, laud himself and disparage others. He arouses desire to act and he makes an effort for the realization of those other states that are higher and more sublime than the attainment of virtue; he does not hang back and slacken. He achieves the attainment of concentration. He is pleased with that attainment of concentration and his intention is fulfilled. On account of it he lauds himself and disparages others thus: ‘I am concentrated, my mind is unified, but these other bhikkhus are unconcentrated, with their minds astray.’ So he arouses no desire to act, he makes no effort for the realization of those other states that are higher and more sublime than the attainment of concentration; he hangs back and slackens.”

The Buddha says that this type of meditator is like one who mistakes inner bark for heartwood. Being contented with and proud of the attainment of concentration, he falls into a trap of defilements and is misled astray. Therefore he cannot attain the real goal of meditation. Then the Buddha explains the fourth type of meditator thus:

“He acquires gain, honour, and renown. He is not pleased with that gain, honour, and renown, and his intention is not fulfilled … He achieves the attainment of virtue. He is pleased with that attainment of virtue, but his intention is not fulfilled … He achieves the attainment of concentration. He is pleased with that attainment of concentration, but his intention is not fulfilled. He does not, on account of it, laud himself and disparage others. He arouses desire to act and he makes an effort for the realization of those other states that are higher and more sublime than the attainment of concentration; he does not hang back and slacken. He achieves knowledge and vision. He is pleased with that knowledge and vision and his intention is fulfilled. On account of it he lauds himself and disparages others thus: ‘I live knowing and seeing, but these other bhikkhus live unknowing and unseeing.’ So he arouses no desire to act, he makes no effort for the realization of those other states that are higher and more sublime than knowledge and vision; he hangs back and slackens.”

The Buddha says that this type of meditator is like one who mistakes sapwood for heartwood. Being contented with and proud of the achievement of knowledge and vision, he falls into a trap of defilements and is misled astray. Therefore he cannot attain the real goal of meditation. The commentary explains that ‘knowledge and vision’ here refers to the divine eye, the ability to see subtle forms invisible to normal vision. Then the Buddha explains the fifth type of meditator thus:

“He acquires gain, honour, and renown. He is not pleased with that gain, honour, and renown, and his intention is not fulfilled … He achieves the attainment of virtue. He is pleased with that attainment of virtue, but his intention is not fulfilled … He achieves the attainment of concentration. He is pleased with that attainment of concentration, but his intention is not fulfilled … he achieves knowledge and vision. He is pleased with that knowledge and vision, but his intention is not fulfilled. He does not, on account of it, laud himself and disparage others. He arouses desire to act and he makes an effort for the realization of those other states that are higher and more sublime than knowledge and vision; he does not hang back and slacken.”

This meditator is neither contented with nor proud of the aforementioned achievements. He does not fall into any trap of defilements and always goes on the right way. He keeps on practicing samatha and vipassana meditations systematically. Finally he attains the real goal of meditation. So the Sutta says: “And his taints are destroyed by seeing with wisdom.” ‘Taints’ and ‘defilements’ are synonyms. This passage means that this meditator has destroyed all defilements with his arahant Path Knowledge. The Buddha describes this type of meditator thus:

“I say that this person is like a man needing heartwood, seeking heartwood, wandering in search of heartwood, who came to a great tree standing possessed of heartwood, and cutting off its heartwood, took it away knowing it was heartwood; and so whatever it was he had to make with heartwood, his purpose will have been served.”

Then the Buddha concludes his Dhamma talk thus:

“So this holy life does not have gain, honour, and renown for its benefit, or the attainment of virtue for its benefit, or the attainment of concentration for its benefit, or knowledge and vision for its benefit. But it is this unshakeable deliverance of mind that is the goal of this holy life, its heartwood, and its end.”

The commentary explains that ‘unshakeable deliverance of mind’ is the fruit of arahantship, which is the result of the arahant Path Knowledge. Thus, if you sincerely follow the example of the fifth type of meditator here, some day you will also be able to destroy all defilements and obtain the unshakeable deliverance of mind. This is the way you becomes a good meditator. 
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