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Questions and Answers 1

Question 1-1: Is there any difference between non-self and voidness?

Answer 1-1: In the Dhammapada the Buddha says: ‘All dhammas are non-self (sabbe dhamma anatta).’ Here, dhammas refer to both conditioned dhammas which include all mentality and materiality, and unconditioned dhamma which is Nibbana. A meditator will begin to understand what is non-self when he practise Vipassana wherein he comprehends mentality-and-materiality or five aggregate as impermanent, suffering, and non-self. When he attains the path knowledge and fruition knowledge he will further understand that Nibbana also is non-self.

As regards voidness, it has a wider meaning. For example, in the Culasubbata Sutta of Majjhima Nikaya, the Buddha says that when a bhikkhu stays in the forest, his perception of forest is void of elephants, cattle, horses, mares, gold, silver, the assembly of men and women. When the bhikkhu practises the earth kasina his perception of earth is void of forest too. When the bhikkhu practise the base of infinite space, his perception of infinite space is void of the perception of earth too. As for higher immaterial attainments, they are to be understood in the same way. When the bhikkhu practises Vipassana his perception is void of permanence, happiness, and self. When he attains Nibbana he will see the real voidness, because Nibbana is void of mentality and materiality, void of permanence and self, and void of greed, hatred and delusion.

Question 1-2: The Venerable Sariputta and The Venerable Mahamoggallana’s arahattamagga were associated with aggasavaka-bodhibana, but Bahiya Daruciriya’s arahattamagga was associated with mahasavaka-bodhibana. Is aggasavaka-bodhibana superior to mahasavaka-bodhibana? Apart from the duration needed to fulfil paramis for the two kinds of savaka-bodhibana, is there any other reason for their difference? They were all arahants, why were they different?

Answer 1-2: In terms of the attainment of arahatship they were all the same. However, as what the Buddha said in the Anupada Sutta of Majjhima Nikaya, The Venerable Sariputta had great wisdom, wide wisdom, joyous wisdom, quick wisdom, keen wisdom and penetrative wisdom. He could understand and explain a short stanza given by the Buddha in many thousand ways. He could understand each mental formation and each type of materiality in detail. He could even count the rain drops fell at the same moment in the whole India. In terms of wisdom he had no equal among the Buddha’s disciples.

As for The Venerable Mahamoggallana, he was foremost in psychic powers among the Buddha’s disciple. Bahiya Daruciriya was foremost in quick attainment of arahatship. The Buddha also was an arahant, but he could know everything he wanted to know through his Omniscient Knowledge (sabbabbutabana) which belongs only to the Buddha.

Question 1-3: Most of the people think that after a person’s death there is a permanent soul remained. This is the eternal view. The Buddha instructs us to remove both the eternal view and annihilation view, and to practise the middle path. What is the middle path? If we accept that a person who is not yet liberated has to be reborn in the round of rebirths, does it mean that we have a permanent soul or self? Is this not a kind of eternal view?

The Chinese version of Agama says that Noble Eightfold Path can be divided into mundane and supramundane. Could the Sayadaw please explain that? And what are their respective benefits?

Answer 1-3: The middle path is the Noble Eightfold Path. The mundane Noble Eightfold Path is included in the three trainings that occur before the attainment of the path. The supramundane Noble Eightfold Path is the four ariya-magga.

Among the eight path factors of mundane level, right speech, right action and right livelihood are included in the training of virtuous conduct. Right effort, right mindfulness and right concentration are included in the training of concentration. When you are practising Samatha you are cultivating these three factors. Right understanding and right thought are included in the training of wisdom. 

The first path factor of the Noble Eightfold Path is the right understanding. What is the right understanding? It is the right understanding of the Noble Truth of Suffering, the Noble Truth of the Cause of Suffering, the Noble Truth of Cessation of Suffering, and the Noble Truth of the Path Leading to Cessation of Suffering.

What is the Noble Truth of Suffering? The five aggregates of clinging are suffering. When you practise the discernment of materiality and the discernment of mentality, you will be able to see with insight that you and all other living beings are composed of only mentality and materiality, or only the five aggregates. There is no self at all. At this stage you understand what is the Noble Truth of Suffering, and with this kind of right understanding you can temporarily remove the wrong view of personality (sakkayaditthi).

Having discerned mentality and materiality, you can proceed to practise dependent-origination that is the Noble Truth of the Cause of Suffering. You can see that a group of past causes gives rise to a group of present effects. The past causes were only mentality-and-materiality; the present effects are also only mentality-and-materiality. Only mentality-and-materiality give rise to mentality-and-materiality. When the past causes arose and passed away, they did not think, ‘By our arising, let such and such effects arise.’ The present effects too do not think, ‘If such and such causes arise, we shall arise.’ The causes and effects arise and pass away according to a fixed natural law. The causes do not make any endeavour to make the effects arise, and the effects do not make any endeavour to arise when the causes have arisen. With the arising of the causes the effects arise when the condition is suitable. The causes are impermanent, suffering and non-self, and the effects are also impermanent, suffering and non-self. There was no self in the past and there is no self in the present. Thus the principle of non-self and the round of rebirths do not contradict to each other.

When you practise dependent-origination, you should practise to see that there is a continuity of mentality-and-materiality from past to future. If you can practise correctly in this way, you have temporarily removed the wrong view of annihilation (uccheda-ditthi). You should practise to see that all mentality and materiality pass away immediately after their arising. If you can practise correctly in this way, you have temporarily removed the wrong view of eternity (sassata-ditthi). You should practise to see that all mentality and materiality have their own causes that give rise to them. If you can practise correctly in this way, you have temporarily removed the wrong view of non-cause (ahetuka-ditthi). You should practise to see that causes produce their respective results. If you can practise correctly in this way, you have temporarily removed the wrong view of inefficacy (akiriya-ditthi). Thus, this kind of right understanding not only can remove our doubt about past, present, and future lives, but also can remove various kinds of wrong view.

Then you can proceed to practise the actual Vipassana, discerning mentality, materiality, and their causes as impermanent, suffering, and non-self. When you practise thus your defilements are temporarily abandoned; this is the mundane Noble Truth of Cessation of Suffering. And among the concomitant mental formations that arise together with insight mind, wisdom is right understanding, applied thought is right thought, energy is right effort, mindfulness is right mindfulness, and one-pointedness is right concentration. Furthermore when you practise meditation you must keep your precepts pure. So you have also fulfilled right speech, right action, and right livelihood. These are the mundane Noble Truth of the Path Leading to Cessation of Suffering.

When you practise the Knowledge of Arising and Passing-Away, you will be able to see your future attainment of arahatship and Parinibbana. For example, you may see that you will attain arahatship at the age of twenty in your next life, and attain Parinibbana at the age of sixty in that life. In this case you will be able to see that all your defilements will cease when you attain arahatship at the age of twenty, and all your mentality and materiality will cease when you attain Parinibbana at the age of sixty. This kind of cessation is also the mundane Noble Truth of Cessation of Suffering.

When you attain the Path Knowledge which takes Nibbana as object, all the eight path factors are present in the path consciousness. The realisation of Nibbana is right understanding, the application of the mind to Nibbana is right thought, mindfulness on Nibbana is right mindfulness, the effort to realise Nibbana is right effort, and one-pointedness on Nibbana is right concentration. The three path factors of right speech, right action and right livelihood perform the function fulfilling virtuous conduct, and the noble person will never break any of the five precepts in the future, not even in his dream. These eight path factors are the supramundane Noble Eightfold Path. Having attained the path of stream-enterer, he will live for another seven lives at most before he attains final liberation which is the benefit of supramundane Noble Eightfold Path. And the benefit of mundane Noble Eightfold Path is that it can lead to the attainment of supramundane Noble Eightfold Path.

Question 1-4: Is burning artificial gold and silver made of paper to the departed ones superstitious?

Answer 1-4: In Theravada Buddhism there is no such a practice. However, we may do meritorious deeds such as dana on the departed ones’ behalf and transfer the merits to them. If they are reborn as a kind of peta who can share others’ merits, and if they know the merits transferred to them and rejoice in the meritorious deeds, they can gain the merits and may be reborn in a happy existence. If, however, they are reborn as other kinds of peta, in hell, in animal world, in human world, in asura world etc., they cannot share the merits transferred to them.

Question 1-5: A person who delights in solitude may be seen as unapproachable or uncooperative. So the question is ‘How can a person be delighted in solitude yet sociable?’

Answer 1-5: Social life is not conducive to meditation practice. In fact it is a great hindrance to the development of concentration and insight. Before you attain any path and fruition you should live in solitude, engage in meditation, and never get entangled in the social life. Some people may see the good aspect of yours and think that you are a real monk or nun who lives in accordance of the Buddha’s instructions, arduously practising the Dhamma. Some other people may wrongly see that you are a ‘bad’ person. As regards how others look at you, there is not much you can do, because you cannot make all of them look at you as a good person. Furthermore their view is not important at all. You would not become an enlightened person or go to hell because of others’ view. If you want to associate with others, it is better for you to do so after you have attained arahatship, if not, at least the path and fruition of stream-enterer. If, however, you do not know how to practise up to the attainment of path and fruition, you should live with a skilled teacher and practise under his guidance until you attain path and fruition.

Question 1-6: According to the Mahasubbata Sutta, it is easier to succeed in meditation if a person lives in solitude at a secluded place. Does it mean that group meditation is not helpful? Is practising alone at a secluded place suitable for a bhikkhuni?

Answer 1-6: There are three kinds of solitude: solitude of the body (kaya-viveka), solitude of the mind (citta-viveka), and solitude of tranquillity (upadhi-viveka).

 If you renounce the world and live in a secluded place you have attained the solitude of the body. If, however, your mind is still attached to worldly life and sensual pleasures, you will not have true solitude, because you have not the solitude of the mind, and your solitude of the body is useless. Contrary to that, if you live in society without attachment towards your companions and sensual pleasures, you are living in solitude, just like what the Buddha said of himself. If, however, your mind is not firm enough to be unaffected by others and sensual objects, it is better for you to have both the solitude of the body and the solitude of the mind.

Here I shall give you another example so that you may understand what I have said better. In the Mavgala Sutta, the Buddha advises us to associate with the wise and to avoid the fools. The expression ‘associating with the wise’, however, does not mean mere approaching a wise person and staying with him day and night. It implies learning and acquiring some knowledge from the person who is possessed of wisdom. The advice ‘do not associate with the fools’ does not necessarily mean not to stay with a foolish person. One may even live with him for the purpose of persuading and guiding him to the right path. In such a case one is not going against the advice of the Mavgala Sutta. An example is the sojourn of the Buddha in the Uruvela Grove in the company of ascetics of wrong view to help them abandon their wrong path. Similarly you may live together with others but remain in a life of solitude. Thus group meditation does not against the principle of solitude. It is a problem only when you are fond of ‘talking meditation’.

Another point to consider is that whether you know the path leading to arahatship. If you know you can practise on your own; there is no problem. But if you do not know then you must depend on a good teacher who can guide you to the attainment of arahatship. This is the benefit of association with others mentioned by the Buddha in the Mahasubbata Sutta.

Once The Venerable Ananda said to the Buddha that half of a bhikkhu’s holy life depended on a good friend. But the Buddha said to him that the whole of a bhikkhu’s holy life depended on a good friend. And a good friend here means a person who can guide you to the attainment of arahatship. Thus if you hope for your own liberation and others’ liberation, it is very important for you to associate with and learn from such a person.

Question 1-7: Mahayana Zen tradition teaches ‘the practice of sudden enlightenment’ leading to ‘the understanding of sabhava of citta’ which is complete realisation. But some says that a person can attain ‘the understanding of sabhava of citta’ without practising meditation. Could the Sayadaw explain what is ‘the sudden understanding of sabhava of citta’?

Answer 1-7: I do not understand Mahayana Buddhism. So I do not know what you mean by ‘sudden enlightenment’.

Here I shall explain to you what is taught in Therevada Buddhism. According to Theravada Buddhism there are four types of person:

1. An ugghatitabbu person who can attain enlightenment while listening to a short discourse on the Dhamma.

2. A vipabcitabbu person who can attain enlightenment while listening to a detailed exposition on the Dhamma.

3. A neyya person who cannot attain enlightenment by mere listening to a discourse on the Dhamma, but can attain enlightenment after practising the Dhamma with diligence.

4. A padaparama person who cannot attain enlightenment no matter how diligent he practises in his present life.

Now the first two types of person are no longer extent in the world. There are only the last two types of person. To attain enlightenment, a neyya person should practise Samatha and Vipassana systematically. Having developed strong and powerful concentration, he should discern all types of materiality, and then discern mentality. This is the beginning stage of the understanding of sabhava of citta. When he proceeds to practise dependent-origination, he has a deeper understanding regarding the sabhava of citta. When he practises Vipassana his understanding is even much deeper. And when he attains arahatship his understanding of sabhava of citta will reach the peak.

Question 1-8: Could Reverend Sayadaw please give some instructions on how to practise walking meditation? For example, is it best to walk with slow, medium, or fast speed? And how should we ‘think’ while walking? Could the very Reverend Sayadaw give me, a beginner, some pointers on how to develop deeper concentration?

Answer 1-8: There are four types of sampajana, clear comprehension:

1. Satthaka sampajana: clear comprehension on what is beneficial and what is not beneficial.

2. Sappaya sampajana: clear comprehension on what is suitable and what is not suitable.

3. Gocara sampajana: clear comprehension on meditation subject with respect in all postures.

4. Asammoha sampajana: clear comprehension with insight on ultimate mentality and materiality. This is Vipassana.

The first two types of clear comprehension are not meditation. The last one is Vipassana. Thus if you are practising Samatha meditation, you are practising the third type of clear comprehension. And you should concentrate on your meditation subject with respect in all postures, namely, sitting, standing, walking, and lying down. If you can concentrate on your meditation subject in all postures as far as you can, your concentration will be improved.

The Visuddhimagga states eleven things that lead to the arising of the concentration enlightenment factor:

1. making the basis clean. This means that you should keep your body, nail, clothing etc. clean.

2. skill in the sign. This means that you should be skilled in knowing the parikamma nimitta, uggaha nimitta, and patibhaga nimitta of your meditation subject, such as the anapana nimitta, the nimitta of the earth kasina.

3. balancing the faculties.

4. restraining the mind on occasion. This means that when your enlightenment factors of investigating dhamma, joy and energy are excessive, you should restrain your mind and develop enlightenment factors of tranquillity, concentration and equanimity.

5. exerting the mind on occasion. This means that when your enlightenment factors of tranquillity, concentration and equanimity are excessive, you should exert your mind and develop enlightenment factors of investigating dhamma, joy and energy.

6. encouraging the listless mind by means of faith and a sense of urgency.

7. looking on with equanimity at what is occurring rightly according to its past kamma.

8. avoidance of unconcentrated persons.

9. association with concentrated persons.

10. reviewing the benefits of jhanas and liberation.

11. inclination of mind towards developing concentration.

So, you can develop the above factors to improve your concentration.

Question 1-9: Buddha Gotama did give definite prediction to many arahants that they would become a Buddha after a few aeons, but those arahants had destroyed all their defilements, had no more rebirth, and entered parinibbana when they passed away in that very life. Could they be reborn in human world etc. because of the definite prediction given to them by the Buddha? Is it true that they could give away their body and all external possessions because their mind is free from craving, attachment and defilement, and they will become Buddhas when their paramis are mature? If it is not, why is it not?

Answer 1-9: In the Theravada Buddhism none of the arahants got the definite prediction from the Buddha to become a Buddha in the future.

There is a famous passage uttered by many arahants in front of the Buddha after they attained arahatship:

‘Birth is ended, the holy life has been lived, done is what to be done, there is nothing else to do (to attain arahatship).’

From here we clearly know that an arahant will not be reborn after death. The Buddha too will not be reborn after death. Otherwise what they said is false, and they were telling lie. However it is impossible for the Buddha and arahants to tell lie. They said so because they had completely destroyed all defilements including the attachment towards any life, and had destroyed all the kammic forces which could produce future life. Without attachment to any life and without kammic forces which could produce future life, there cannot be any future life. This is the eternal law. Thus according to the Theravada Buddhism none of the arahants including the Buddha could be reborn in future.

Question 1-10: Does the Sayadaw teach to incorporate ‘starvation’ with meditation? Does ‘starvation’ have any good or bad effect in meditation? Is it recorded in the Therevada Canon that any disciple of the Buddha attained arahantship through ‘starvation’? Now in this meditation retreat there is a participant undergoing starvation. I heard that he is going to continue his ‘starvation practice’ until the end of this retreat. Can a long period of starvation affect a person’s mind and body?

Answer 1-10: Right in the first discourse delivered by the Buddha, the Buddha mentions that there are two extremes: indulging in sensual pleasures and self-mortification. These are two kinds of wrong path. Living in enjoyment of sensual pleasures is not the path for attainment of Nibbana. It is just an ignoble practice call kamasukhallikanuyoga, the practice of indulging in sensual pleasures. This kind of practice is inferior, the practice of villagers, the practice of worldlings, the practice of non-ariya, and not beneficial. Again the efforts to make oneself suffer by exposure of one’s body to fire, to the sun, by keeping one’s hand raised continuously, with a view to prevent mental defilements from appearing do not form the way to Nibbana. It is another ignoble practice called attakilamathanuyoga, the practice of self-mortification. This kind of practice also is not beneficial. And the practice of starvation falls into this group. This is not the practice praised by the Buddha.

The Buddha always advises us to practise the middle path, not any of the two extremes mentioned above. In the Vinaya there is a rule laid down by the Buddha that bhikkhus and bhikkhunis must wisely reflect on the using of alms-food thus: ‘I take this alms-food not for amusement as children do; I take this alms-food not to be mad with strength; I take this alms-food not to beautify my body; I take this alms-food not for a clear skin and complexion. I take this alms-food only to maintain the vitality of my body; I take this alms-food for warding off the oppression of hunger; I take this alms-food for facilitating the noble practice.’

This is the proper attitude you should have towards alms-food. The Buddha too adopted this kind of attitude. When he was still an unenlightened bodhisatta, he practised self-mortification for six long years. And one of his practices was to take only a grain every day. At a later time, however, he realised that it was not beneficial and abandoned this kind of practice. He started to take normal meal and regained his physical strength. Having abandoned the two extremes of sensual enjoyment and self-mortification, he practised the middle path and before long attained full enlightenment.
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