During the Buddha’s time there was a Buddha’s lay disciple named Citta who was an anagami. Once Citta the householder was terminally ill. Then many devas who were guardians of the householder’s premises, guardians of the forest, guardians of certain trees and guardians who had power over herbs assembled before him and said to him: ‘Householder, now make a wish saying, “May I be reborn as the Universal Monarch when I die.”’ Citta the householder replied to them: ‘Being a Universal Monarch is impermanent in nature, unstable in nature. It is something that one must leave behind at last.’

His relatives and friends by his bedside thought he was uttering those strange words in a fit of delirium and said to him: ‘Lord, be careful. Do not talk absent-mindedly.’

Citta the householder said to them: ‘You say, “Lord be careful. Do not talk absent-mindedly.” With respect to what words of mine do you say so?’ and the relatives and friends said: ‘Lord, you were saying, “Being a Universal Monarch is impermanent in nature, unstable in nature. It is something that one must leave behind at last.”’

Citta the householder then said to them: ‘O men, devas who are guardians of my premises, guardians of the forest, guardians of certain trees and guardians who had power over herbs came and said to me, “Householder, now make a wish saying: May I be reborn as the Universal Monarch when I die.’ So I told them: “Being a Universal Monarch is impermanent in nature, unstable in nature. It is something that one must leave behind at last.” I was not saying these words absent-mindedly.’

Thereupon citta’s friend and relatives said to him: ‘Lord, what advantages did these devas see in advising you to wish for rebirth as the Universal Monarch?’

Citta replied: ‘O men, those devas thought that “this householder Citta has morality, has clean conduct, (has good Dhamma), if he would wish for it he could easily have his wish fulfilled. One who is righteous can see benefits accruing to the righteous.” This was the advantage they saw in advising me to wish for rebirth as a Universal Monarch.’

Thus if a person who is virtuous and has good Dhamma like the householder Citta make a wish to be a Universal Monarch, his wish can be fulfilled due to his virtuous qualities. That is why the Buddha says: ‘One’s wish can be fulfilled due to his purity of conduct.’

It is very important to keep your mind pure and wholesome at near death moment, because if your mind is pure then you will be reborn in a good destination, and if your mind is unwholesome then you will be reborn in a woeful state.

To increase your chances of having a wholesome mind at near death moment, you must prepare for it right now. You should at least practise generosity and keep your precepts pure. It is even better if you consistently practise Samatha and Vipassana. If you can attain jhana and maintain your jhana up to death moment, you will be reborn in the brahma world. If you can practise Vipassana and maintain your practice up to death moment you will be reborn in a happy destination. Further, if you have attained any of the three lower paths and fruitions you are certain not to be reborn in any of the four woeful states in your future lives. And if you have attained arahatship you will enter into parinibbana after death, and there will be no more birth, ageing, sickness, death, sorrow, lamentation, pain, grief, and despair.
To achieve that end, I shall here explain to you in brief on how to develop mindfulness-of-breathing which is one of the forty Samatha meditation subjects taught by the Buddha. It has been recommended by the Blessed One thus: ‘And, bhikkhus, this concentration through mindfulness-of-breathing, when developed and practised much, is both peaceful and sublime, it is an unadulterated blissful abiding, and it banishes at once and stills evil unwholesome thoughts as soon as they arise.’ (Samyutta Nikaya, v, 321; Vinaya Parajika Pali, 70; Visuddhimagga, chapter 8, paragraph 145) As regards the phrase ‘both peaceful and sublime’, the Visuddhimagga explains thus: it is peaceful in both ways and sublime in both ways; the two words should each be understood as governed by the word ‘both’ (eva). What is meant? Unlike repulsiveness meditation, which as a meditation subject is peaceful and sublime only by penetration, but is neither peaceful nor sublime in its object since its object is gross and repulsive – unlike that, this is not unpeaceful or unsublime in any way but on the contrary it is peaceful, stilled and quiet both on account of the peacefulness of its object and on account of the peacefulness of that one if its factors called penetration. And it is sublime, something one cannot have enough of, both on account the sublimeness of the aforesaid factor. Hence it is called ‘both peaceful and sublime.’

The Visuddhimagga mentions that mindfulness-of-breathing the foremost meditation subject among various meditation subjects of all Buddhas, some Paccekabuddhas and some Buddha’s disciples as a basis for attaining distinction and abiding in bliss here and now. This means that all Buddhas practise mindfulness-of-breathing as a basis for attaining arahantship and Omniscience. Thus we should treat this meditation subject with utmost respect. 

To practise sitting meditation you should sit at a quiet place in a comfortable posture with crossed-legs, keeping the body straight. The main thing of sitting posture is to sit in a comfortable and stable posture, so that you can sit long with a pleasant mind; this is very helpful for developing concentration as it is stated in the Visuddhimagga: ‘Bliss is the proximate cause for concentration.’ You can sit in full-lotus of half-lotus posture, or just place a leg in front of the other without pressing one on the other. Here, one point to be remembered is to choose the posture which is the most helpful for developing concentration. It is not a must to sit in a particular posture as we are meditating to cultivate our mind but not practising how to sit. So the more comfortable and stable the posture is the better.

Having seated you should calm down your mind and be aware of the breath around the nostrils or the upper lip. You should choose the touching point wherein the breath is the most obvious and concentrate on the breath as it moves in and out. Here, there are a few points to remember. First, you should concentrate on the breath at the same touching point; this means that you should not follow the breath into or outside your body. The reason is that if you do so your mind will be moving to and fro, and your concentration cannot become strong and powerful. Second, you should concentrate on the breath, not the touching point. The breath is one thing, and the sensation of touching, such as pushing, hardness and heaviness, is another. The object of mindfulness-of-breathing is the breath, not the touching point. The touching point is just a tool to help us concentrate on the breath at the same point. So your emphasis should be on the breath. 

Sometimes you may not feel the touching point but still aware of the breath, then you can ignore the touching point and just concentrate on the breath. In this way you can also develop your concentration to a higher degree. If you want to make a mental note of the breath, you can note it as ‘In, out; in, out’ when you breathe in and out. If you can concentrate on the in-and-out breath for the whole sitting it will be very good. If not, an hour, half an hour or fifteen minutes is also good.

If sometimes, however, you are unable to concentrate because of restlessness, you should use counting method, and just ignore the wandering thought. You should count at the end of each out-breath thus: In, out, one; in, out, two; etc., up to eight. Then again you count from one to eight. You should determine that you would not let your mind wander off in each set of eight. With firm determination and great effort, before long your concentration will be improved. Here, there is a point to remember: The object you should concentrate on is the breath, not the number. The number is just a tool to help us concentrate on the breath, like a finger pointing to the moon. You must know the breath while counting. To count without knowing the breath is not practising mindfulness-of-breathing, and has not much benefit. So you should remember that the emphasis is on the breath.

That is how should you practise sitting meditation. But to practise meditation in sitting posture alone is not enough. You should, as far as you can, concentrate on the breath in all postures of sitting, standing, walking, and lying. This means that you should try to be mindful of the breath from the moment you wake up in the early morning until the time you fall asleep in the evening. You should develop continuous mindfulness on the breath throughout the day, including the time of brushing teeth, washing, bathing, etc. This continuous practice is a very important factor which determines how much will you progress in the development of concentration. Further, if even you make not much progress while practising so, you have acquired a lot of paramis of determination, effort, patience and renunciation. Thus there is no loss but much gain to put forth effort in meditation practice. And to this meditation subject taught by the Buddha, we should practise it with great respect. If we do not put forth the utmost effort, how can we say that we really respect the Dhamma taught by the Buddha?

As regards walking meditation, you should find a quiet place and, while walking to and fro, concentrate on the breath as you do in sitting meditation. You can also practise standing and lying meditation in the similar way. It is, however, not advisable for a beginner to use lying as the main posture, because he will soon fall asleep.

Another important factor to observe is non-talking. It is not advisable to talk except making meditation report and when the need arises. Talking is a great hindrance to meditation practice because it can arouse much thinking and make the mind restless. Furthermore, when a meditator talks he disturbs not only his own practice but also others’. Thus, for your own benefit as well as that of others you should strictly observe non-talking.

These are the very basic instructions I shall give you tonight. As you come regularly to the interview, I will give each of you further guidance. Although the way to practise mindfulness-of-breathing looks simple, it is not easy to practise. If you wish to have progress in this meditation, it is better for you to practise it with great effort and respect. May this meditation retreat be fruitful to all of you.
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