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Vipassana and its Objects

I'11 talk about Vipassana - what Vipassana is, how to practice Vipassana and what kind of objects we take when we practice Vipassana. You have been practicing Vipassana for many years, and so you actually know what Vipassana is. In order to reinforce your understanding of Vipassana I decided to talk about it again.

The word 'Vipassana' is mostly translated in English as insight. Although it is not a literal translation, I think it is acceptable because the practice of Vipassana leads to insight into the nature of things. The literal meaning of Vipassana is seeing in many ways or seeing in various ways. "In many ways" means seeing as impermanent, seeing as unsatisfactory and seeing as no soul. Impermanence, unsatisfactoriness and no soul are called the characteristics of a11 conditioned phenomena. Ali conditioned phenomena have these three characteristics - impermanence, suffering or unsatisfactoriness and no soul. Vipassana helps us to see these three characteristics.

We practice Vipassana only when we see these three characteristics. Before we see these three characteristics we are not in Vipassana proper. We are approaching Vipassana. We are going towards Vipassana. If it is Vipassana we must see these three characteristics.

What do we do when we practice Vipassana? We practice mindfulness or we watch, or we observe. Watching, or observing, or paying' attention is what we do when we practice Vipassana. That is what we call the application of mindfulness. When we practice Vipassana, we pay attention, or we make ourselves mindful, or we make mental notes, or we observe, or we watch.

What do we observe? What do we watch? What do we pay attention to? When we practice Vipassana meditation we pay attention to the five aggregates of clinging. When we say the five aggregates of clinging, people may think it is something removed from us. But actually the five aggregates of clinging are with us. We are the five aggregates of clinging.

Also what we experience, what we encounter are included in the five aggregates of clinging. Five aggregates of clinging in simpler terms is just anything we experience - anything we see, we hear, we smell, we taste, we touch, and we think of. In other words they are the six kinds of objects presented to us through the six sense doors. These are called aggregates of clinging. 'Aggregates of clinging' means aggregates that are the objects of clinging. That means the objects we can cling to, the objects that we can grasp at.

According to the teachings of the Buddha there are two kinds of clinging - clinging by way of attachment or craving and clinging by way of wrong view. Whatever object we come across we always cling to that object by attachment or wrong view if we do not practice mindfulness.

Anything in the world can be the object of this clinging. We see something. We like it and so we cling to it with attachment. Sometimes we take things to be permanent or to be soul. So there is clinging by way of wrong view. Anything that we come across or that we experience can be the object of clinging.

When we practice Vipassana we try to be mindful of or we try to watch the aggregates of clinging. Since the five aggregates of clinging are just everything in the world, one could say that the object of Vipassana is everything. We will have to modify that statement a little later. Everything becomes the object of Vipassana.

We can call the five aggregates of clinging mind and matter. Beings are composed of mind and matter. Outside things are matter. Another term for the five aggregates of clinging is mind and matter. When we practice Vipassana meditation, we observe mind and matter. We pay attention to mind and matter. Sometimes we pay attention to mind, sometimes to matter. When we pay attention to the breath, we are paying attention to matter. Breath is air and air is one of the material properties. When we are mindful of our thoughts, our emotions, then we are paying attention to mind or mental things. When we practice Vipassana meditation, we pay attention to mind and matter or we watch mind and matter.

Why do we have to watch mind and matter or why do we have to watch these things? As I said before we tend to cling to things. We tend to grasp at things we come across. We tend to grasp at the things in ourselves.

When there is clinging, depending on that clinging we act. Sometimes we act good. Sometimes we act bad. For example we hear somebody saying that human life is good life or perhaps that celestial life is better life. So we want to be reborn in a better existence. We have attachment. We have clinging, we have craving for that better existence. In order to reach that better existence we must do something. Normally we will do meritorious deeds. When we do meritorious deeds, we acquire wholesome acts, wholesome Kamma or Kusala. This wholesome Kamma will give results, that is rebirth in a celestial world. Rebirth in a celestial world is much better than rebirth in the human world. But still birth in s celestial world has a beginning and an end. There is death to experience. So although it is better than a human existence, it is still not satisfactory.

Sometimes we may meet false teachers. They may advise us for example to make a sacrifice of an animal in order to obtain a celestial existence. Then perhaps we sacrifice an animal. Sacrifice of an animal according to the teachings of the Buddha is an unwholesome Kamma. Unwholesome Kamma always gives results in the four miserable states, the four woeful states.

So depending on clinging or in these cases dependent on clinging to the celestial world some times we do meritorious deeds and sometimes maybe even with good intentions we do Akusala, we do what is wrong. As a result we will be reborn in the celestial world or we will be reborn in a world of misery where there is a lot of suffering.

The aim of Buddhism is to end that suffering or to get rid of suffering. If we don't want to get suffering, we must avoid what causes that suffering and that is clinging. We must avoid clinging if we don't want to be reborn again and again. In order to avoid clinging we must be mindful. We must be attentive to the objects we come across or that we see happening in ourselves. The purpose of watching, the purpose of observing is to avoid clinging. If we fail to be mindful, if we fail to pay close attention to the object, we will always cling to one thing or another. That clinging will lead to action. And that action will lead to reaction in the future lives. That reaction is in the form of rebirth. Then there is old age, disease and death. There is suffering. In order to avoid clinging to things we need to practice mindfulness.

If we apply mindfulness to whatever we observe, whatever we experience there will be no chance for clinging to arise. If we see a thing clearly, we see that it comes and it goes. We see its true nature. That is when we see those objects as impermanent, as suffering and as no soul. Then we will not cling to those objects. When there is no clinging, there will be no action. And when there is no action, there will be no reaction and so on. In order to avoid clinging to things we need to pay attention to the object.

There is what is called latency of mental defilements in objects. That means when we see something and we like it, we become attached to it. There is attachment. Later when we recall that object to our minds, it comes back to us along with that attachment. Because we put attachment on that thing it is something like registered. It becomes built into that object. Later on when we recall that object, it comes back to us with that attachment. If we decide something to be beautiful. then when we recall it later on, we see it as beautiful. That is what we call latency of mental defilements in objects.

This latency of mental defilements in objects can be dealt with by Vipassana. We practice Vipassana and we pay attention to the object at the present moment and see its true nature. When we see its true nature, we are able to avoid that attachment, that latency of mental defilements in that object. Once we see the object as it is without any judgments or additions, then later on when it comes to our minds, it comes without that attachment. In order to avoid, in order to get rid of that latency of mental defilements we need to practice mindfulness. We need to practice Vipassana. Watching or observing, or paying attention is to avoid clinging to objects.

When are we to observe the objects? When they are present, when they are past or when they have not yet come? You a11 know that. They are to be observed at the present moment because only those that are present lend themselves to be examined, to be scrutinized. Something that is already gone you cannot examine as clearly as that which is right in front of you. You may recall it in your mind, but you will not see it as clearly. The thing which is yet to come, since you have not seen it, you cannot examine it. You cannot know the nature of it. The only thing which we can examine is the thing which is at the present moment. That is why the object at the present moment is the most important for those who practice Vipassana meditation. We try not to miss to be mindful of the thing at the present moment.

There are two kinds of Vipassana - direct Vipassana and inferential Vipassana. Inferential Vipassana only comes after direct Vipassana. If you do not see the true nature of the thing at the present moment, you cannot infer the true nature of things of the past or the future. First there must be direct seeing and then inference from the direct seeing. So in the beginning it is important that you have direct seeing, direct understanding of the true nature of things. The thing at the present moment becomes the most important. The past is already past and the future has not yet come.

However much you examine the past object you cannot understand its true nature. If that object has been connected with attachment if you have put attachment with that object, then when it comes back, that attachment will come along with it. And so you are not able to avoid attachment for that past object. For the future object since it has not come, you cannot do anything. The only thing we can do something about is the present object. So the object at the present moment is the most important for those who practice Vipassana meditation.

This advice is given by the Buddha. I have read this passage many times. "Do not hark back to things that are past and for the future cherish not fond hopes. The past was left behind by thee. The future state has not yet come: but who with wisdom clear can see the present here and now, such wise ones should aspire to win what never can be lost, nor shaken."

When we are attached to something, we are as it were drugged by that attachment. When we observe the thing at the present moment and see its true nature, we will not have attachment to it. That non-attachment to that particular object cannot be shaken. So it says "what never can be lost, nor shaken."

What is important is the object at the present moment. Whatever it is we have to be mindful of it. That is why we have to be mindful of our breathing and also mindful of our thoughts, emotions, pain in the body, other sensations or noise. Everything that becomes prominent at the present moment is to be observed so that we do not have attachment to it and so that we see its true nature.

If we pay attention to the object at the present moment we really come to see that it is impermanent, that it is unsatisfactory, that it is insubstantial or Anatta, no soul. When you look at a thing and you see that it comes into being and disappears, you know that it is impermanent. When it is impermanent, you also know that it is oppressed by this impermanence, oppressed by arising and disappearing. Being oppressed by arising and disappearing is a characteristic of what is called suffering. In this context suffering means not only pain and others that are familiar to us but also the unsatisfactoriness, also being oppressed by arising and disappearing.

When you see something arising and disappearing, and then another thing comes and arises and disappears, and then another arises and disappears, you get that sense of being oppressed by arising and disappearing. That being oppressed by arising and disappearing is what is meant by Dukkha (suffering). You will not fail to see the Dukkha nature when you see the arising and disappearing of things. When you see the arising and disappearing of things and you see the Dukkha nature of things, you will not fail to see the Anatta nature of things. That is you have no control over these things. You cannot make the impermanent things to be permanent. You cannot make unsatisfactory things to be satisfactory. There is no exercise of authority over them. That is one meaning of Anatta. The other meaning is that it is insubstantial. There is nothing substantial in these objects. So we come to see the Anatta nature of things also.

Just by paying attention to things at the present moment we come to discover these three characteristics of all conditioned phenomena. Only when we see the three characteristics of all conditioned phenomena can we hope to avoid attachment, can we hope to ultimately reach the stages of enlightenment. This is essential - seeing things as impermanent, seeing things as unsatisfactory and seeing things as no soul. It is essential for the realization of truth.

How are we to observe things? We can look at things and then we may decide it to be beautiful, to be likable or we may decide it to be unlikable, disgusting. How are we to observe things? How are we to observe objects so that we do not get attachment? Again there is advice given by the Buddha to Malunkyaputt and also to another person. Bahiya. You already know that too. Buddha said, "Train yourself. In what is seen there must be only the seen. In what is heard there must be only the heard. In what is sensed as smell, taste and touch, there must be only what is sensed. In what is thought there must be only what is thought." This is also very important and it is not easy to understand. It is very very difficult to achieve.

Buddha said, " In what is seen there must be only the seen." That means let there be just seeing with regard to what is seen. With regard to 'what is see' that means when you see something you stop at seeing. You do not go over to like it or disliking it. You 

do not allow mental defilements to arise with regard to that thing. Most of the time we react to objects with like or dislike. We like something or we dislike something. When we like something, attachment follows. When we dislike something, anger or aversion follows. We want to avoid both attachment and anger.

In order to avoid both attachment and anger we should stop at just seeing with regard to what is seen. We should stop at hearing with regard to what is heard. We should stop at smelling with regard to what is smelled. We should stop at tasting with regard to what is taste. We should stop at touching with regard to what is touched. We should stop at thinking with regard to what is thought.

It is almost impossible to stop at just seeing and so on. That is because we are so trained that we can make judgments very quickly. Before we know what we are doing we have already made judgment about something. You hear a noise and then already you have made the judgment that it is the noise of an airplane or it is the noise of a car, or it is the noise of a bird. We do not stop at just a noise, a sound. It becomes the noise of a car, the noise of an airplane and so on. So it is difficult, but not impossible. Buddha's advice is to try and stop at just seeing with what is seen. With practice, with the practice of mindfulness we can do that.

Why did the Buddha say, "with what is seen" and so on? Because with regard to what is not seen no mental defilement can arise. Before giving this advice Buddha asked Malunkyaputta, "Malunkyaputta, suppose you have never seen something. You are not seeing it now and you have no hope of seeing it in the future. Will you have any Akusala with regard to that object? Because you have not seen it, because you are not seeing it and because you have no intention or no hope of seeing it in the future you will have no Akusala." So you don't have to do anything about avoiding Akusala with regard to things that are not seen, that you are not seeing and that you have no hope of seeing in the future. That is why Buddha said "with what is seen, what is heard" and so on.

With what is seen it is very possible that there will be attachment or aversion. In order to avoid that you stop at just seeing.

There are yogis who can stop at just seeing and not 1et Kusala or Akusala (wholesome or unwholesome) consciousness arise. There are also those who cannot stop at just seeing but who can avoid Akusala, who can avoid unwholesomeness, after just one thought process. At the first thought process he may have Akusala. With the next thought process he may take that Akusala as an object of Vipassana. So he is able to avoid Akusala later on. If he can do that, then he is said to be stopping at just seeing. With practice it can be done. And it should be done if we are to avoid Akusala - actually both Akusala and Rusala with regard to things that are seen, that are heard and so on. Although it is difficult, it is possible.

When we observe things we must have in mind that we just pay bare attention to the objects and not go over to deciding it is good or it is bad, beautiful or ugly. The words "bare attention" are used by Venerable Nyanaponika in his book. I like them. You must have bare attention and no additions of your own. You take the bare object as the object of your attention. You take the object without any additions.

What kind of objects does Vipassana take? In the beginning I told you that Vipassana takes everything as objects and I said we would have to make some modification. There are two kinds of objects - concepts and reality. Both can be the objects of mind. So there are these two kinds of objects.

Concepts are those that are agreed upon by people to be the name of something. In the beginning people may say, "Let us call this a dog; let us call this a cat." And then all people agree on that. So they call one animal a dog and one animal a cat. It goes on and on like that. So now we call one animal a dog and one animal a cat. Dog or cat, those names are called concepts. They are designations created for the ease of usage, ease of communication. We do not say four-legged animal or something like that, but we say a dog or a cat.

Although these names or these nouns are useful in communication, they are not real. Actually they do not exist because they have no beginning and so they have no end. We cannot say when a designation comes into being and when it disappears simply because that designation has no individual essence of its own. We give someone a name. That name seems to come into being, but actually we do not know when it came. And it will live with that person for a long time. When that person dies, it does not die with that person. It lingers on and on. We don't know when it will disappear. These concepts have no individual essence of their own. They do not have arising, continuation and disappearing. These are names, concepts given to things. Things mean both objects animate and inanimate.

There is another kind of concept which is denoted by the name concept. Let us say house. The name 'house' is a name concept. But the building we call a house is a thing concept. A house is also a concept. So it is not a reality. It is strange to say that a house is not a reality because we are using it; we are living in this house. So it is very real. But actually a house does not exist as such. What we call a house is just a combination of walls, roof, doors, floors and so on. If we take these things one by one apart, we do not have a house although the component parts are still there. What we call a house, or car, or man, or woman is nonexistent according to ultimate reality. They are called thing concept.

There are two kinds of concepts - name concept and thing concept. With regard to many things there are both name concept and thing concept. For example a desk - the name 'desk' is a name concept and the thing we call 'desk' is a thing concept. But in actuality a desk does not exist. What we call a desk is just a combination of pieces of wood. When these pieces of wood are taken apart we lose the designation 'desk'. What we think to be existing in ultimate analysis is found not to be existing at all. They have no individual essence of their own.

Just for an analogy we could say a desk is concept and the parts are reality. If we follow this analogy we have to say the parts are still concept. A piece of wood is still a concept, but the particles of matter down to the smallest particles, they are reality. 

In a human being what we call a 'man' is a concept. The five aggregates are reality or mind and matter are reality because mind really exists, matter really exists, and you can experience mind and matter.

Seeing consciousness belongs to mind. There is really a seeing consciousness because when there is something to be seen, there is seeing consciousness. So it is real. Seeing" consciousness arises and then it disappears. Then there is another seeing consciousness or hearing consciousness and so on. Most thing's we come across or we use are concepts - name concept or thing concept.
Sometimes there is name concept only and no corresponding thing concept. For example a rabbit's horn - a rabbit has no horn. A rabbit's horn is just a name and has no corresponding reality. The son of a barren woman - a barren woman has no son. Sometimes there can be name concept but no thing concept for that.

Also with regard to ultimate realities (consciousness, mental factors, material properties) there can only be name concept, no thing concept because the thing denoted by them really exists. For example consciousness - consciousness is said to be ultimate reality. The name 'consciousness' is a name concept, but consciousness is reality, not concept. In that case there can be no thing concept. There is only the real thing.

There are concepts and there are realities. Reality means something that is real, something that has its own individual essence, that has arising, continuation and disappearing. These three are called three phases of existence. Consciousness arises, and then continues for a very brief moment, and then disappears. Mental states do the same thing. They are called ultimate realities.

Vipassana takes ultimate reality as object, not concepts. When we say everything becomes the object in Vipassana, we mean everything that is ultimate reality. You cannot look at a desk and then say, "desk, desk, desk". That won't be Vipassana because you are taking the desk, a concept as an object of meditation. That is why we say, "seeing, seeing, seeing". We do not say, "desk, desk, desk" because seeing is the real thing, seeing is there, seeing is ultimate reality. That is important when you practice Vipassana meditation. Vipassana meditation takes ultimate reality as object and not concept as object.

Why? We cannot see the impermanent nature, or suffering nature, or no soul nature of concepts, simply because they do not exist. Therefore they cannot be said to be permanent or impermanent, suffering or not suffering. Only with regard to ultimate realities can there be these three characteristics. If we want to see these three characteristics, we must watch, we must be mindful of the ultimate realities and not concepts. So when you practice Vipassana meditation, you take ultimate realities as objects - consciousness as object, material properties as object and so on.

What about when you see a desk? Can you practice Vipassana on that desk? If you are using the designation 'desk', you cannot practice Vipassana. If you say this desk is composed of material properties which are visible data and then you concentrate on the visible data and not the desk itself, you may be doing Vipassana. In that case you may say, "matter, matter, matter" or "visible object". In Pali it is called Rupa. If you concentrate on that real Rupa, the visible object or visible data, then you can practice Vipassana on that object. But you cannot practice Vipassana on the whole thing, on the whole desk.

So Vipassana must take ultimate reality as object. That is why I said when you take the breath as an object, your emphasis should be on the reality there. It should not be on the shape or form of the breath. Mostly when we concentrate on the breath we see something like a stick going in and out, in and out. So long as we see the breath as a stick or as something that has a shape or form, we are concentrating on concepts and not on ultimate reality. That is not Vipassana. That is Samatha meditation. When you practice Samatha meditation on the breath, you take the breath as a concept. But when you practice Vipassana on the breath you must cut through that outer layer of concept and go deep into its nature.
What is the nature of air? Air has the nature of expanding, extending, or supporting, or moving, or carrying, or conveying. One of these aspects you have to concentrate on when you take breath as an object of Vipassana meditation.

The same is true for the abdomen. When you practice Vipassana on the abdomen your emphasis is to be on the movements of the abdomen and not on the abdomen itself. Movement is caused by the air element. We try to concentrate on that movement of the material properties in the abdomen which is caused by air element.

In the beginning it is impossible to avoid taking concepts altogether. You may think, "I will take the ultimate reality at once". That you cannot do. Later on you make progress in your meditation and you will be able to take the ultimate reality. The emphasis should be on ultimate reality. When you meditate on the breath, you should concentrate on the nature of air - expansion, extension or moving rather than the shape or form of the breath. For the abdomen, rather than the shape of the abdomen, your emphasis should be on the material properties in the abdomen.

When you practice Vipassana meditation you pay attention to the object or you are mindful of the object. That object must be ultimate reality. You pay attention to that object when it is present. You pay attention to that object with just bare attention, without any additions. If you keep these points in mind, you are doing good practice of Vipassana meditation. So present object, with no additions and ultimate realities - these are the objects of Vipassana meditation.

Vipassana meditation leads us to see things as they are, to see things (Things means mind and matter.), to see things as impermanent, as suffering and as soulless. This understanding of the three characteristics will lead us to realizing the Four Noble Truths because realization of the Four Noble Truths is actually an outcome of the practice of Vipassana. The realization of the Four Noble Truths is not called the result of Vipassana, but actually it is the outcome of Vipassana practice. Without Vipassana practice there can be no realization of truth. There can be no attainment of enlightenment. It is for that purpose that we have to practice Vipassana. If we practice Vipassana and persevere in our practice, we will be successful one day. We do not know when. That depends on many factors and one is experience in the past. Whether we get enlightenment in this life or not we have to do it, do it, do it. By doing it the benefit we get is peacefulness of mind. That is the immediate benefit you get. So when you are practicing Vipassana meditation, you are peaceful. That peacefulness of mind and purity of mind at the moment of Vipassana is itself a benefit. This benefit I think everybody gets. We have to practice Vipassana almost all of our lives.

Even after becoming Arahants, they practice Satipatthana Vipassana. They do not give up practicing Vipassana. There is one passage in the books about Venerable Anuruddha when he was ill. The monks went to him and asked him: ".How come your mind is not disturbed by the physical pain you are suffering?" Venerable Anuruddha said: "I practice Satipatthana (the four foundations of mindfulness)". So even after becoming Arahants, the practice of the four foundations of mindfulness continues.

Practice of four foundations of mindfulness or Vipassana is a life-long task, not just something to do once in awhile. This practice is to be carried into your daily life. It is not just for a retreat like this. Although it may be a lesser intensity. It is good to keep the practice every day, not just once in awhile.

If we persevere in our practice we will reach the stage which has been reached by the Buddhas, the Arahants and all Noble Persons.

Thank you.

Sadhu! Sadhu! Sadhu!
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