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Questions & Answers 10

Question 1: How to overcome obstacles?

Answer 1: Generally speaking, obstacles are summarized into five, called five hindrances, pabcanivarana. They are sensual desire, ill will, sloth and torpor, restlessness and remorse, and skeptical doubt. They are so called because they obstruct one’s meditation progress. If a meditator overcomes them he will make steady progress and finally succeed in meditation. To overcome the five hindrances is so important for meditators that I would like to explain some more about it. 

The faraway causes of the five hindrances are the numerous defilements accumulated along one’s long journey in the round of rebirths. They exist as latent tendencies underlying one’s materiality-and-mentality continuity. The proximate cause of the five hindrances is unwise attention, ayonisomanasikara. Therefore the thorough way to overcome the five hindrances is to completely destroy all defilements including their latent tendencies. The temporary way is to apply wise attention, yonisomanasikara. Herein, unwise attention is inexpedient attention, attention on the wrong track. Or it is attention that considers the impermanent as permanent, suffering as happiness, non-self as self, and the repulsive as beautiful. Wise attention is just the opposite of unwise attention. It is expedient attention, attention on the right track. Or it is attention that considers the impermanent as impermanent, suffering as suffering, non-self as non-self, and the impure as impure.

For the hindrance of sensual desire, the Buddha teaches in the Eka-Nipata of Avguttara Nikaya thus:

‘Bhikkhus, I know not of any other single thing of such power to cause the arising of sensual desire, if not already arisen, or, if arisen, to cause its strengthening and increase, as the feature of beauty.

‘In him who pays unwise attention to the feature of beauty, sensual desire, if not already arisen, arises, or, if already arisen, is liable to strengthening and increase.’

‘Bhikkhus, I know not of any other single thing of such power to prevent the arising of sensual desire, if not already arisen, or, if arisen, to cause its abandonment, as the feature of repulsiveness.

‘In him who gives wise attention to the feature of repulsiveness sensual desire, if not already arisen, arises not, or, if arisen, it is abandoned.’

So to overcome sensual desire one should stop assuming things as beautiful, but instead ponder over their repulsiveness. Meditation on repulsiveness can be roughly divided into two types: animate and inanimate. Animate type of repulsiveness meditation means to concentrate on the repulsive nature of thirty-two parts of the body, namely, head-hairs, body-hairs, nails, teeth, skin, flesh, sinews, bones, bone-marrow, kidneys, heart, liver, pleura, spleen, lungs, bowels, mesentery, contents of the stomach, feces, brain, bile, phlegm, pus, blood, sweat, fat, tears, grease, saliva, mucus, synovial fluid, and urine. Inanimate repulsiveness meditation means to concentrate on the repulsive nature of different phases of a corpse, namely, the bloated, the livid, the festering, the cut up, the gnawed, the scattered, the hacked and scattered, the bleeding, the worm-infested, a skeleton. These are the ways in which one overcomes the hindrance of sensual desire.

For the hindrance of ill will, the Buddha says thus:

‘Bhikkhus, I know not of any other single thing of such power to cause the arising of ill will, if not already arisen, or, if arisen, to cause its strengthening and increase, as the feature of disgusting.

In him who pays unwise attention to the feature of disgusting, ill will, if not already arisen, arises, or, if already arisen, is liable to strengthening and increase.’

‘Bhikkhus, I know not of any other single thing of such power to prevent the arising of ill will, if not already arisen, or, if arisen, to cause its abandonment, as the mind’s deliverance through loving-kindness.

In him who gives wise attention to loving-kindness which liberate the mind ill will, if not already arisen, arises not, or, if arisen, it is abandoned.’

So to overcome the hindrance of ill will one should stop paying attention to the disgusting feature of the object of one’s anger and develop loving-kindness. One should develop selfless loving-kindness towards oneself, dear people, neutral people, and disagreeable people systematically until at last towards all living beings.  One should also learn to forgive others, since the Buddha told us that in the long round of rebirths no beings have never been our parents and relatives. These are the ways in which one overcomes the hindrance of ill will.

For the hindrance of sloth and torpor, the Buddha says thus:

‘Bhikkhus, I know not of any other single thing of such power to cause the arising of sloth and torpor, if not already arisen, or, if arisen, to cause its strengthening and increase, as listlessness, lassitude, lazy stretching of the body, drowsiness after meal and mental sluggishness.

In him who is of sluggish mind, sloth and torpor, if not already arisen, arises, or, if already arisen, is liable to strengthening and increase.’

‘Bhikkhus, I know not of any other single thing of such power to prevent the arising of sloth and torpor, if not already arisen, or, if arisen, to cause its abandonment, as the element of rousing one’s energy, of exertion, and of continuous exertion.

In him who energetically strives, sloth and torpor arises not, or, if arisen, it is abandoned.’
So to overcome the hindrance of sloth and torpor, one should stop paying attention to the lazy or tired state of mind and body, but arouse energy and effort to meditate. It is through incessant effort that our Bodhisatta finally became enlightened. We should emulate his example. One may also reflect on suffering of birth, aging, illness, death, four woeful states, past and future round of rebirths, and etc., to arouse sense of spiritual urgency to meditate. Of course, an appropriate amount of sleep and food and suitable postures for meditation are all important to overcome sloth and torpor. These are the ways in which one overcomes the hindrance of sloth and torpor.

For the hindrance of restlessness and remorse, the Buddha says thus:

‘Bhikkhus, I know not of any other single thing of such power to cause the arising of restlessness and remorse, if not already arisen, or, if arisen, to cause its strengthening and increase, as unrest of mind.

In him who is of troubled mind arises restlessness and remorse, if not already arisen, or, if already arisen, is liable to strengthening and increase.’

‘Bhikkhus, I know not of any other single thing of such power to prevent the arising of restlessness and remorse, if not already arisen, or, if arisen, to cause its abandonment, as tranquillity of mind.

In the tranquil-minded restlessness and remorse arises not, or, if arisen, it is abandoned.’
So to overcome the hindrance of restlessness and remorse, one should ignore all unrest states of mind and focus on one’s meditation object with a calm, cool and unwavering mind, a mind of tranquility. If one tries in this way mindfully and perseveringly in every bodily posture, one’s concentration will gradually become strong and powerful and be able to overcome restlessness and remorse. This is the way one overcomes the hindrance of restlessness and remorse.

For the hindrance of skeptical doubt, the Buddha says thus:

‘Bhikkhus, I know not of any other single thing of such power to cause the arising of sceptical doubt, if not already arisen, or, if arisen, to cause its strengthening and increase, as unwise attention.

In him who gives not wise attention arises sceptical doubt, if not already arisen, or, if already arisen, is liable to strengthening and increase.’

‘Bhikkhus, I know not of any other single thing of such power to prevent the arising of sceptical doubt, if not already arisen, or, if arisen, to cause its abandonment, as wise attention.

In him who gives wise attention sceptical doubt arises not, or, if arisen, it is abandoned.’
So to overcome the hindrance of skeptical doubt one should always apply wise attention, reflecting on the fact that all conditioned things are impermanent, suffering and non-self. One should also often reflect on the sublime qualities of the Buddha, the Dhamma, and the Savgha. One should study the Buddha’s teachings carefully under a skilful teacher and practice samatha and vipassana meditations accordingly. These are the ways in which one overcomes the hindrance of skeptical doubt.

These are only a few examples of the many ways of overcoming the five hindrances taught by the Buddha. For more information please study the Scripture and refer to the Chinese version of ‘Removing the Taints.’ When one attains jhanas through samatha meditation or insight knowledge through vipassana meditation, one temporarily overcomes the five hindrances. When one attains Sotapanna stage, one permanently overcomes the hindrance of skeptical doubt. When one attains Anagami stage one permanently overcomes the hindrance of sensual desire and ill will. When one attains Arahant stage one permanently overcomes the hindrances of sloth and torpor, and restlessness and remorse. This is the thorough way to overcome obstacles.

Question 2: What are nama and rupa? Are they mentality and materiality or the nama-rupa in dependent origination? Are these two kinds of rupa the same?

Answer 2: The knowledge of nama and rupa is so broad that to explain them in detail will take very long time. You have to study Abhidhamma thoroughly to clearly understand them. I will answer just in a brief way here. Nama (mentality) includes consciousness (citta) and mental factors (cetasika). There are eighty-nine types of consciousness, including wholesome, unwholesome, resultant and functional consciousnesses. There are fifty-two mental factors, including (1) general ones: such as contact, volition, attention, and effort, (2) profitable ones: such as faith, mindfulness, non-greed and non-hatred, (3) unprofitable ones: such as delusion, hatred, greed and wrong view. Rupa (materiality) includes twenty-eight types of materiality, which in turn are composed of four primary elements and twenty-four types of derived materiality such as colour, smell and nutritive essence. They can be divided into four types according to their origins: materiality produced by kammic force, mind, temperature and nutriment.

As for the nama-rupa mentioned in dependent origination, according to the Suttanta method, nama here means resultant consciousnesses and their associated mental factors, not including wholesome, unwholesome and functional consciousnesses and their associated mental factors. Rupa here is mainly materiality produced by kammic force and materiality produced by resultant mind. But inevitably materiality produced by temperature and materiality produced by nutriment is also included. They are respectively produced by the fire element and the nutritive essence in the abovementioned two types of materiality. All the four types of materiality are included here. So rupa and the rupa of nama-rupa in dependent origination are the same. 

Question 3: It is said that the Buddha usually taught the Dhamma beginning with talks of making offering, keeping precepts, and heaven. Then he observed the temperaments of the audience and taught the disadvantages of lust and the exalting Dhammas of Buddhas – suffering, the origin (of suffering), the cessation (of suffering) and the path (leading to the cessation of suffering). Please tell me how to make offering to obtain great results and how to keep precepts to prevent the burning suffering in hell and to enjoy great benefits. What is the Talk of Heaven? What are the disadvantages of lust for sensual pleasures?

Answer 3: This kind of teaching is called anupubbi-katha, a gradual instruction. The Buddha taught in this series only when necessary. For those bhikkhus who had possessed purification of virtue and concentration, the Buddha taught only vipassana. The group of five bhikkhus is a good example. After their attainment of Sotapattimagga, the Buddha taught them the Anattalakkhana Sutta, teaching only vipassana, not virtue and concentration. For those bhikkhus who had possessed purification of virtue but not enough concentration, the Buddha began his teaching with concentration practice. Cula Subbata Sutta is an example. The Buddha taught eight mundane attainments and nirodhasamapatti (Attainment of Cessation) in that Sutta. For those whose virtue was not yet purified, the Buddha began his discourse with virtue, like Akavkheya Sutta. For those who needed to listen to the talks of making offering, keeping precepts, etc., especially for lay people, the Buddha gave a gradual instruction, anupubbi-katha. 

As for the way to obtain great results from offering, the Dakkhinavibhavga Sutta provides a lot of information. In that Sutta, the Buddha enumerates fourteen types of personal offerings, counting from offering made to a Buddha down to offering made to an immoral ordinary person and even to an animal. Every type of offering has its benefits, but the higher the receiver’s accomplishment the greater benefits the offering produces. Then even for offerings made to the same type of receiver, their benefits differ depending on the giver’s intention: for example, when one makes offering with a pure mind, that is, not expecting anything in return, one get higher benefits than with an impure mind, which expects for reward. 

Offering is purified by either the giver’s purification of virtue or the receiver’s or by the purification of virtue of both. Purified offering incurs sublime benefits. Therefore, to obtain great and superior results from offering one should fulfill five factors:

1. One is virtuous;

2. One’s offering has been righteously obtained;

3. One’s mind is clear and taintless (not expecting for reward);

4. One has strong enough faith in the law of kamma and its result;

5. The receiver is virtuous.

Offering possessing these five factors will produce great results. However, the Buddha did not quite praise this type of offering, because it can still bring rebirth in certain existence. As long as there is still rebirth, there will surely be aging, illness, death, sorrow, lamentation, pain, grief and despair. The Buddha praised the other type of offering. He teaches in the Dakkhinavibhavga Sutta thus:

‘Bhikkhus, I say that when an arahant, with clear and taintless mind, placing faith in that the fruit of kamma is great, offers to an arahant what is righteously obtained, then that offering indeed is the most superior of all worldly offerings.’

In this case, there are five factors:
1. The giver is an arahant,
2. What is offered is righteously obtained, 
3. He has a clear and taintless mind,

4. He has strong enough faith in the Law of Kamma and its results.

5. The receiver is also an arahant.

This type of offering will not produce any rebirth in future existence. Therefore there will no longer aging, illness, death, sorrow, lamentation, pain, grief and despair. That is why the Buddha praises it as the most superior.

But if the giver is not an arahant, how can he then make this type of offering?  In the Nandamata Sutta, the Buddha taught that there are two ways he can do this: when both the receiver and the giver are free from attachment, anger, and delusion, or when they are trying to destroy attachment, anger, and delusion. You can say that the offering is also most superior. In this case the giver at the time of offering practises Vipassana, that is, he contemplates the impermanent (anicca), suffering (dukkha), and non-self (anatta) nature of his own mentality-materiality, of the receiver’s mentality-materiality and of the ultimate materiality (paramattha-rupa)
of the offerings. He must also contemplate the wholesome volitional formations before, while and after offering as impermanent, suffering and non-self. This type of offering usually will not produce any rebirth in future existence. To escape from the round of rebirths, you are advised to perform this type of offering.
As for keeping precepts, if one is a bhikkhu, one should try to keep bhikkhu’s Patimokkha precepts. If one is a layperson, one should at least keep five precepts. It is better to keep precepts well for one’s whole life. To occasionally break precepts is not good. If a layperson gets opportunities he or she should try to keep eight precepts or nine portions of observance (navavga-uposatha). Nine portions of observance means that when one observes eight precepts one also practices loving-kindness. It is mentioned in the Navaka-Nipata of Avguttara Nikaya. Keeping these precepts can prevent one from the burning suffering in hell. When the precepts are surrounded by concentration such as eight attainments and insight knowledge, they become more sublime and are more powerful to prevent one from falling into hell. If one gets Noble One’s precept (ariyakantasila), which means one becomes a Noble One, one is sure not to go to hell any more. 

The Talk of Heaven (sagga-katha) means talking about the happiness in deva worlds. We cannot measure the happiness in deva worlds. If you want to know it you should try to reach there. For example, their mansions are very wonderful, made of gold, silver, various jewels, etc. according to their previous kammas. Some of their mansions are so big that their size are three yojanas in length and in width; some are even forty yojanas in length and in width. (one yojana is equal to about eleven kilometers) 

The Buddha taught the disadvantages of lust for sensual pleasure in many ways. In the Potaliya Sutta of Majjhima Nikaya, he used various similes: A dog cannot get rid of its hunger and weakness by gnawig a skeleton of meatless bones. Sensual pleasures are compared to that skeleton. A vulture that seizes a piece of meat and flies away will be pecked and clawed by other vultures and incur death or deadly suffering because of that. Sensual pleasures are compared to that piece of meat. A man who takes a blazing grass torch and goes against the wind will be burnt by it and incurs death or deadly suffering because of that. Sensual pleasures are compared to that grass torch. A man who falls into a charcoal pit full of glowing coals will incurs death or deadly suffering because of that. Sensual pleasures are compared to that charcoal pit. A man who dreams about lovely parks will sees nothing of it on waking. Sensual pleasures are compared to a dream. A man who borrows goods on loan will become dejected when the owners take back their things. Sensual pleasures are compared to borrowed goods. A man who climb a fruit tree seeking fruit will incurs death or deadly suffering when the tree is cut down at its root and falls. Sensual pleasures are compared to that fruit tree. So sensual pleasures provide much suffering and much despair, while the danger in them is great. These are the danger of sensual pleasures and the disadvantages of lust for them.

In the Magandiya Sutta of Majjhima Nikaya, one simile the Buddha uses is thus: 

“Suppose, Magandiya, there was a leper with sores and blisters on his limbs, being devoured by worms, scratching the scabs off the openings of his wounds with his nails, cauterizing his body over a burning charcoal pit; the more he scratches the scabs and cauterizes his body, the fouler, more evil-smelling and more infected the openings of his wounds would become, yet he would find a certain measure of satisfaction and enjoyment in scratching the openings of his wounds. So too, Magandiya, beings who are not free from lust for sensual pleasures, who are devoured by craving for sensual pleasures, who burn with fever for sensual pleasures, still indulge in sensual pleasures; the more such beings indulges in sensual pleasures, the more their craving for sensual pleasures increases and the more they are burned by their fever for sensual pleasures, yet they find a certain measure of satisfaction and enjoyment in dependence on the five cords of sensual pleasure.”

The Buddha teaches the danger of grasping the sign of sense objects in the Aditta-pariyaya Sutta of Salayatana Samyutta thus:

“It would be better, bhikkhus, for the eye faculty to be lacerated by a red-hot iron pin burning, blazing, and glowing, than for one to grasp the sign through the features in a form cognizable by the eye. For if consciousness should stand tied to gratification in the sign or in the features, and if one should die on that occasion, it is possible that one will go to one of two destinations: hell or the animal realm. Having seen this danger, I speak thus.”

In the same way the Buddha explains the danger to grasp the sign of a sound, of an odour, etc. The reason for such a person’s being reborn in hell or the animal realm is that near-death impulsion, maranasanna-javana, is the last impulsion in a life and decides one’s next existence. If an unwholesome near-death impulsion arises, because of lust or any other defilements, one will reach one of four woeful planes after death. For example, Subrahma Deva’s five hundred nymphs died while enjoying sensual pleasures in heaven and were then reborn in hell. Because of lust for sensual pleasures, their near-death impulsion was associated with greed. The mature unwholesome kammic force led they to hell. Subrahma saw their unfortunate results and found that he himself would also be reborn in the same hell seven days later. He was grief-stricken and went to the Buddha for help with his remaining five hundred nymphs. After the Buddha’s Dhamma talk, they all became Sotapannas and escaped from the misfortune of being reborn in four woeful planes forever. From here we should understand the disadvantages of lust for sensual pleasures and the importance of being free from it.
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