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How to Develop Mindfulness-of-Breathing

Last night I showed you how Buddhism brings you the happiness of human world and of heaven. Tonight I shall show you how to develop concentration and purify your mind. Why concentration? Because the Buddha says: ‘Bhikkhus, you should develop concentration. A concentrated mind can see things as they really are.’ And the Visuddhimagga states that the proximate cause of wisdom is concentration. And only through wisdom can we destroy all our defilements, and attain Nibbana, the supreme bliss.

Here I should first show you how to practise mindfulness-of-breathing, which is one of the forty samatha meditation subjects taught by the Buddha.

The development of mindfulness-of-breathing is taught by the Buddha in the Mahasatipatthana Sutta. There he says: 

‘Bhikkhus, here in this Teaching a bhikkhu having gone to the forest, or to the foot of a tree, or to an empty place, sits down cross-legged and keeps his body erect and establishes mindfulness on the meditation object; only mindfully he breathes in and only mindfully he breathes out.

1. Breathing in a long breath he knows, ‘I am breathing in a long breath”, or breathing out a long breath he knows, ‘I am breathing out a long breath”. 

2. Breathing in a short breath he knows, ‘I am breathing in a short breath”, or breathing out a short breath he knows, ‘I am breathing out a short breath”.

3. Experiencing the whole breath body I will breathe in”, thus he trains himself, and, experiencing the whole breath body I will breathe out”, thus he trains himself.

4. Calming the breath body I will breathe in”, thus he trains himself, and, calming the breath body I will breathe out”, thus he trains himself.’

To begin meditating, sit in a comfortable position and try to be aware of the breath as it enters and leaves the body through the nostrils. You should be able to feel it either just below the nose or somewhere around the nostrils. Do not follow the breath inside the body or outside the body. Just be aware of the breath at the place where it brushes against and touches either the top of the upper lip or around the nostrils. If you follow the breath in and out, you will not be able to perfect your concentration, but if you keep aware of the breath at the most obvious place it touches, either the upper lip or around the nostrils, you will be able to develop and perfect your concentration.

Do not pay attention to the individual characteristics (sabhava-lakkhana), general characteristics (sammbba-lakkhana) or the colour of the nimitta (the sign of concentration). The individual characteristics are the natural characteristics of the four elements in the breath: hardness, roughness, flowing, heat, supporting, pushing, etc. The general characteristics are the impermanent (anicca), suffering (dukkha), or non-self (anattta) characteristics of the breath. 

Simply be aware of the in-and-out-breath as a concept. The concept of the breath is the object of mindfulness-of-breathing. It is this object to which you must direct your attention in order to develop concentration. As you pay attention to the concept of the breath in this way, and if you have practised this meditation in a previous life and have developed some paramis, you will easily be able to concentrate on the in-and-out-breath.

If your mind does not easily concentrate on the in-and-out-breath, the Visuddhimagga suggests to count the breaths. This will aid you to develop concentration. You should count after the end of each breath: ‘In, out, one - In, out, two - In, out, three - In, out, four - In, out, five - In, out, six - In, out, seven - In, out, eight.’

You should count up to at least five, and not count up to more than ten, and should determine in your mind that during that time you will not let your mind drift or go somewhere else. You want to simply be calmly aware of the breath. When you count like this, you find that you are able to concentrate your mind, and make it calmly aware of only the breath.

After you can concentrate your mind like this for at least half an hour, you should proceed to the second stage which is:

1. Breathing in a long breath he knows, ‘I am breathing in a long breath’, or breathing out a long breath he knows, ‘I am breathing out a long breath’.

2. Breathing in a short breath he knows, ‘I am breathing in a short breath’, breathing out a short breath he knows, ‘I am breathing out a short breath’.’ 

At this stage you have to develop awareness of whether the in and out breaths are long or short. Long or short here does not refer to length in feet and inches, but length of time. It is the duration. You should decide for yourself what length of time you will call long, and what length of time you will call short. Be aware of the duration of each in-and-out-breath. You will notice that sometimes the breath is long in time, and sometimes short. Just knowing this is all you have to do at this stage. You should know this by just being aware of the length of time that the breath brushes and touches the upper lip, or around the nostrils, as it enters and leaves the body. And you should not purposely try to make it long or short.

For some meditators at this stage the nimitta may appear, but if you can do this calmly for about one hour and no nimitta appears, you should move on to the third stage:

3. ‘“Experiencing the whole breath body I will breathe in”, thus he trains himself and, experiencing the whole breath body I will breathe out”, thus he trains himself.’

Here the Buddha is instructing you to be aware of the whole breath continuously from beginning to end. You are training your mind to be thus continuously aware of the breath from beginning to end. As you are doing this the nimitta may appear. If the nimitta appears you should not immediately shift your attention to it, but continue to be aware of the breath.

If you are continuously and calmly aware of the breath from beginning to end for about one hour, and no nimitta appears you should move on to the fourth stage:

4. ‘“Calming the breath body I will breathe in”, thus he trains himself and, calming the breath body I will breathe out”, thus he trains himself.’

To do this you should decide to make the breath calm, and go on being continuously aware of the breath from beginning to end. You should do nothing else to make the breath calm, because if you do you will find that your concentration will break and fall away. All you need to do at this stage is to decide to calm the breath, and to be continuously aware of the breath. Practising in this way, you will find that the breath becomes calmer and the nimitta may appear.

Just before the nimitta appears a lot of meditators encounter difficulties. Mostly they find that the breath becomes very subtle, and is not clear to their mind. If this happens, you should keep your awareness at the place where you last noticed the breath, and wait for it there. You will find that as you apply your mindfulness in this way the breath will reappear.

The appearance of the nimitta produced by developing mindfulness-of-breathing is not the same for everyone, but varies according to the individual. In most cases a pure white nimitta like cotton wool is the uggaha-nimitta (taken-up sign or learning sign), because the uggaha-nimitta is usually not clear and bright. When the nimitta becomes bright like the morning star, brilliant and clear, it is the patibhaga-nimitta (counterpart sign). 

When you have reached this stage it is important not to play with your nimitta. Do not let it go away, and do not intentionally change its shape or appearance. If you do this your concentration will not develop any further, and your progress will stop. Your nimitta will probably disappear. So at this point, when your nimitta first appears, do not move your concentration from the breath to the nimitta. If you do you will find it disappears.

If you find that the nimitta is stable and your mind on its own has become fixed on it, then just leave your mind there. If you force your mind to come away from it, you will probably lose your concentration. 

If your nimitta appears far away in front of you, do not pay attention to it, as it will probably disappear. If you do not pay attention to it and simply continue to concentrate on the breath at the place where the breath touches, you will find that the nimitta will come and stay at that place.

If your nimitta appears at the place where the breath touches, and the nimitta is stable, and appears as if it is the breath itself, and the breath appears as if it is the nimitta, then you can forget about the breath, and just be aware of the nimitta. In this way, by moving your attention from the breath to the nimitta, you will be able to make further progress. As you keep your mind on the nimitta, you will find that it becomes whiter and whiter, and when it is white like cotton wool it is the uggaha-nimitta.

You should determine to keep your mind calmly concentrated on that white uggaha-nimitta for one hour, two hours, three hours, etc. If you are able to keep your mind fixed on the uggaha-nimitta for one or two hours, you should find that it becomes clear, bright, and brilliant. This is then the patibhaga-nimitta (counterpart sign). At this point you should determine and practise keeping your mind fixed on the patibhaga-nimitta for one hour, two hours, or three hours. Practise until you succeed.

At this stage you will reach either access (upacara) or absorption (appana) concentration. Access concentration is the concentration close to and preceding jhana. Absorption concentration is the concentration of jhana.

Both these types of concentration have the patibhaga-nimitta as their object. The difference between them is that in access concentration the jhana factors are not developed to full strength. For this reason during access concentration bhavavga mind states still occur and one can fall into bhavavga (life-continuum consciousness). The meditator experiences this, and will say that everything stopped then, and he may even think this is Nibbana. In reality the mind has not stopped, but the meditator just does not have sufficient skill to discern this, because of the subtlety of those bhavavga mind states.

To avoid dropping into bhavavga, and to develop further, you need the help of the five controlling faculties of faith (saddha), effort (viriya), mindfulness (sati), concentration (samadhi), and understanding (pabba) to push the mind and fix it on the patibhaga-nimitta. It takes effort to make the mind know the patibhaga-nimitta again and again, mindfulness not to forget the patibhaga-nimitta, and understanding to know the patibhaga-nimitta.

Here, faith is the faith in the efficacy of mindfulness-of-breathing that it can produce jhana. Effort is the energy to practise mindfulness-of-breathing up to jhana stage. Mindfulness is remembering the object of mindfulness-of-breathing. Concentration is fixing of the mind on the object of mindfulness-of-breathing without wavering. Wisdom is the understanding of the object of mindfulness-of-breathing. 

Attaining Jhana 

When those five controlling faculties of faith, effort, mindfulness, concentration, and understanding are sufficiently developed, concentration will go beyond access up to absorption concentration. When you reach jhana in this way your mind will know the patibhaga-nimitta without interruption. This can continue for several hours, even all night, or for a whole day.

When your mind stays continuously concentrated on the patibhaga-nimitta for one or two hours, you should try to discern the area in the heart where the mind-door (bhavavga consciousness) rests, that is the heart-base materiality. The bhavavga consciousness is bright and luminous, and the commentaries explain that it is the mind-door (manodvara). If you practise this many times, again and again, you will easily be able to discern both the mind-door dependent on the heart-base materiality, and the patibhaga-nimitta as it appears there. When you can do this, you should try to discern the five jhana factors of applied thought, sustained thought, joy, happiness, and one-pointedness, one at a time. Eventually with continued practice, you will be able to discern them all together at once. The five jhana factors are:

1. Applied thought (vitakka): directing and placing the mind on the patibhaga-nimitta.

2. Sustained thought (vicara): maintaining the mind on the patibhaga-nimitta.

3. Joy (piti): liking for the patibhaga-nimitta.

4. Bliss (sukha): pleasant feeling or happiness associated with experiencing the patibhaga-nimitta.

5. One-pointedness (ekaggata): one-pointedness of mind on the patibhaga-nimitta.

Each of the individual jhana factor is on its own called a jhana factor, but when taken as a group they are called jhana. When you are just beginning to practise jhana, you should practise to enter jhana for a long time, and not spend too much time discerning the jhana factors. You should practise mastery (vasi-bhava) of the first jhana. There are five kinds of mastery:

1. Mastery in adverting; being able to discern the jhana factors after emerging from jhana.

2. Mastery in attaining; being able to enter jhana whenever you wish.

3. Mastery in resolving; being able to stay in jhana for as long as you have determined to stay.

4. Mastery in emerging; being able to leave the jhana at the time you determined to emerge.

5. Mastery in reviewing; being able to discern the jhana factors. 

You should then practise up to the fourth jhana, and practise the five masteries of each jhana.

With the attainment of the fourth jhana the breath stops completely. This completes the fourth stage in the development of mindfulness-of-breathing (anapanassati):

 4. ‘“Calming the breath body I will breathe in”, thus he trains himself, and, “Calming the breath body I will breathe out”, thus he trains himself.’

 This stage began just before the nimitta appeared, and as concentration developed through the four jhanas, the breath became progressively calmer and calmer until it stopped in the fourth jhana.

  When a meditator has reached the fourth jhana by using mindfulness-of-breathing, and has developed the five masteries, then when the light produced by that concentration is bright, brilliant and radiant, he can, if he wishes, move on to develop Vipassana meditation. The meditator can on the other hand continue to develop Samatha meditation.

The Thirty-Two Parts of the Body 
If you want to develop the thirty-two parts of the body meditation, you should first develop the fourth jhana using mindfulness-of-breathing. When your light of concentration is bright, brilliant, and radiant, you should with the assistance of that light try to discern the thirty-two parts of the body one at a time, such as head hairs, body hairs, nails, teeth, skin, flesh, sinews, bones, bone marrow, kidneys.

You should try to see and discern each of the thirty-two parts as distinctly as you would see and discern your face in a clean mirror. Practise so that when you discern from head hair down to urine, or backwards from urine up to head hair, you are able to see each clearly and with penetrating knowledge, and keep practising until you become skilled at it.

Then you should try to discern, with your eyes closed, the person or being who is nearest. You should discern the thirty-two parts of the body in that person, or being, beginning with head hairs and going down to urine, and then from urine back up to head hairs.

When you are able to discern the thirty-two parts of the body internally and externally like this, the power of the meditation will increase. Using this method you should gradually extend the field of your discernment bit by bit, from near to far. Do not worry that you cannot discern the beings which are far away. With the assistance of the brilliant light of the fourth jhana, you can easily see the beings far away from you, not with your naked-eyes, but with your wisdom-eye (banacakkhu). You should be able to increase the area of discerning the thirty-two parts of the body in beings in all ten directions: above, below, east, west, north, south, north east, south east, north west, south west. You take whoever you discern, be they human, animal or other beings, in those ten directions. You then discern the thirty-two parts, once internally and once externally, one person or being at a time, up to thirty-one planes.

Eventually, when you no longer see men, women, or buffaloes, cows, and other animals as such, but see only a group of thirty-two parts, whenever and wherever you look, whether internally or externally, then can you be said to be successful, skilled, and expert in the discernment of the thirty-two parts.

The White Kasina
Having succeeded in meditation of the thirty-two parts of the body, you can easily practise the white kasina. To develop the white kasina, you should first re-establish the fourth jhana based on mindfulness-of-breathing. When the light produced by that concentration is bright, brilliant, and radiant, you should discern the thirty-two parts of the body internally. Then discern the thirty-two parts of the body externally in a being sitting in front of you or nearby. Then, of those thirty-two external parts, discern just the skeleton. If you want to discern that skeleton as repulsive you can do so too, but if you do not wish to, simply discern the skeleton. 

Then, having decided which is the whitest place of that skeleton and using that place, or by taking the white of the whole skeleton if the whole skeleton is white, or by taking the back of the skull as object, concentrate on it as ‘white, white’.

Having taken the white of the external skeleton as object, and concentrating on the white of the skull in particular, you should practise to keep the mind calmly concentrated on that white object for one or two hours at a time.

Because of the assistance and support of the concentration of the fourth jhana based on mindfulness-of-breathing, you will find that your mind will stay calmly concentrated on the object of white. When you are able to concentrate on the white for one or two hours, you will find that the skeleton disappears and only a white circle remains.

When the white circle is white as cotton wool it is the uggaha-nimitta (taken-up sign). When it is bright and clear like the morning star it is the patibhaga-nimitta (counterpart sign). Before the uggaha-nimitta arises, the skeleton nimitta from which it arose, is what is called the parikamma-nimitta (preparatory sign).

When it is bright white and especially when it is clean and clear, which is the patibhaga-nimitta, then continue until you can enter the first jhana. You will find, however, that this concentration is not very stable and does not last long. In order to make the concentration stable and last a long time, it is important to expand the nimitta.

To do this you should concentrate on the white patibhaga-nimitta and develop your concentration so that it stays with that object for one or two hours. Then you should make a determination in your mind to expand the white circle by a few inches at a time. In this way you can expand the nimitta until it is one yard in size, then two yards in size and so on. As you succeed you should go on expanding the nimitta in stages, until it extends in all ten directions around you without limit. Thus you will reach a stage when wherever you look, you see only the white nimitta. You should keep your mind calmly concentrated on one part of that white kasina, and keep your mind there, and continue to note it as ‘white, white’.

When your mind is calm and stable, the white kasina will also be calm and stable, and it will be exceedingly white, bright, and clear. This too is a patibhaga-nimitta that has been produced by expanding the original white kasina-nimitta.

You should practise up to the fourth jhana, and also practise the five masteries of each jhana. And if you want you can also practise the other nine kasinas up to the fourth jhana.

Loving-kindness (Metta-Bhavana)

Then, if you wish to develop the sublime abiding of loving-kindness, you should first of all be aware that loving-kindness should not be developed towards the following types of person. They are:

1. Someone of the opposite sex (livgavisabhaga),

2. Someone not alive (kalakatapuggala).

In the very beginning, you should develop loving-kindness towards only youself and a person you like and respect. This means that in the very beginning you should not develop loving-kindness towards the following types of people:

1. An antipathetic person (appiyapuggala),

2. A very dear person (atippiyasahayaka),

3. A neutral, indifferent person (majjhattapuggala),

4. An enemy
(veripuggala).

An antipathetic person is one who does not do what is beneficial to you, or to those for whom you care. An enemy is one who does what is detrimental to you and to those you care for. They are both difficult to develop loving-kindness towards in the beginning, as anger may arise towards them. Also, it is hard in the beginning to develop loving-kindness towards a person to whom you are indifferent. In the case of a person who is very dear to you, you may be too attached to that person, and even cry, and be filled with concern and grief if you hear that something has happened to them. So these four should not be used as objects for the development of loving-kindness in the initial stages. Though later, when you have attained jhana, you can use them, and you will find you are able to develop loving-kindness towards them.

You cannot attain jhana using yourself as object even if you were to develop that meditation for a hundred years. So why begin by developing loving-kindness to yourself? Loving- kindness is first developed with yourself as object simply so that you can use yourself as an example for later comparison. It is not for the purpose of attaining access concentration with yourself as object. After you have developed loving-kindness towards yourself with the thought, ‘May I be happy’, you are able to compare yourself to others and see that just as you want to be happy, dislike suffering, want to live long, and do not want to die, so too all other beings want to be happy, dislike suffering, want to live long, and do not want to die.

Thus, by using yourself as an example, for comparison, you are able to develop a mind that wishes and desires the happiness and prosperity of other beings.

You can do it by developing the following four thoughts:

1. May I be free from danger (aham avero homi),

2. May I be free from mental pain (abyapajjo homi),

3. May I be free from physical pain (anigho homi),

4. May I be well and happy (sukhi attanam pariharami).

Extending Loving-kindness Towards A Person You Like and Respect

If you have attained the fourth jhana using mindfulness-of-breathing, or the white kasina, you should again develop that concentration until your mind emits bright and brilliant light. The fourth jhana based on the white kasina is especially good for this purpose. With the assistance and support of the light of the white kasina concentration, it is really very easy for you to develop loving-kindness-meditation. The reason is that the concentration of the fourth jhana has purified the mind of greed, anger, delusion, and other defilements. After emerging from the fourth jhana the mind is pliant, workable, pure, bright and radiant, and because of this you will, in a very short time, with the assistance of this fourth jhana concentration, be able to develop powerful and perfect loving-kindness.

So, when that light is strong and bright, you should direct your mind towards a person of the same sex, whom you like and respect: maybe your teacher or a fellow meditator. You will find that the light produced by the concentration of the fourth jhana spreads out around you, in all directions, and that whomever you pick as object for the development of loving-kindness, is visible in that light. You then take the image of that person, sitting or standing, which you like the most. Try to select the image you like the most and that makes you the happiest. Choose an image you remember of the person when he was at his happiest, and make the image appear about one yard in front of you. Then when you can clearly see that person in front of you, develop loving-kindness towards him with the thoughts:

1. May this good person be free from danger (ayam sappuriso avero hotu),

2. May this good person be free from mental pain (ayam sappuriso abyapajjo hotu),

3. May this good person be free from physical pain (ayam sappuriso anigho hotu),

4. May this good person be well and happy (ayam sappuriso sukhi attanam pariharatu).

Extend loving-kindness towards that person in these four ways three or four times, and then select one you like the most. You may, for example, select ‘May this good person be free from danger’. Then taking an image of that person free from danger as object, extend loving-kindness to that person with the thought, ‘May this good person be free from danger, may this good person be free from danger’, again and again, many times. Once the mind is very calm and steadily fixed on the object, see if you can discern the jhana factors. If so, keep practising until you reach the first, second, and third jhanas. After that, you take each of the other three ways to develop loving-kindness until you reach the third jhana. 

When you have succeeded with one person whom you like and respect, try to do the same thing again with another person of the same sex whom you like and respect. Try doing this with about ten people of the same sex whom you like and respect, until you can reach the third jhana using any of them. Then you should practise in the same way using the other three types of person: a very dear person, a neutral person, and an enemy. You should practise until your loving-kindness towards yourself, a dear person, a neutral person, and an enemy, is equal. That is you have broken down the boundaries of different types of person. Only then can you take all beings as object to cultivate your loving-kindness. Just like meditation on the thirty-two parts of the body, you should gradually expand you field of perception up to the infinite universe, and extend your loving-kindness towards all beings until you attain the third jhana. And your loving-kindness then is called illimitable.

Other than the meditation subjects discussed so far, you can also practise other samatha meditation subjects. Having acquired strong and powerful concentration, you will be able to see ultimate mentality and materiality, and proceed to practise insight meditation. That is the true way leading to Nibbana, the supreme bliss.

Tonight I shall stop here.

May all beings be well and happy.

1
1
14

