
Parable of the Log

Questions & Answers

Venerable
Chanmyay Sayadaw





Published for free distribution by
Chanmyay Yeiktha Meditation Centre
55a Kaba Aye Pagoda Road
Mayangone P.O.
Yangon 11061
Myanmar
Phone: 95 (1) 661479
Email: chanmyayinform@gmail.com

c©2017 Chanmyay Yeiktha Sodality
55a Kaba Aye Pagoda Road
Mayangone P.O.
Yangon 11061
Myanmar

This work is licensed under a Creative Commons license as found here:
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/4.0/. It allows to share, copy
and redistribute the material in any medium or format, and adapt, remix,
transform, and build upon the material, under the following terms:

• Attribution—You must give appropriate credit, provide a link to the
license, and indicate if changes were made. You may do so in any rea-
sonablemanner, but not in anyway that suggests the licensor endorses
you or your use.

• NonCommercial—You may not use the material for commercial pur-
poses.

• ShareAlike—If you remix, transform, or build upon the material, you
must distribute your contributions under the same license as the orig-
inal.

No additional restrictions—You may not apply legal terms or technological
measures that legally restrict others from doing anything the license permits.
If you, however, would like to quote from this work in a commercial work,
you must get a separate license from the copyright holder above.

Printed by:
Swel Taw Color Offset Printing
No. 115, 51st Street (Middle), No. 1 Block
Pazundaung Township,
Yangon
Manymar
Phone: 95 (1) 294976
Email: sweltaw.printing@gmailcom

http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/4.0/


Download Sayadaw’s works in English

B
lu

e
M

o
u
n
ta

in
T
a
lk

s

C
a
n
b
e
rr

a
T
a
lk

s

T
a
lk

s
o
n

M
e
tt

ā
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Foreword

When the Venerable Chanmyay Sayadawwas visiting England as
part of hisWorld Tour teaching Dhamma, the Venerable Dr. Sad-
dhatissa Mahanayaka Thera requested him to give an address
at the Memorial Service that was being held for the Venerable
Sumathipāla and the Venerable S̄ıvali at the London Buddhist
Vihāra on 25th July 1982. He gave such an inspiring discourse
that the devotees in London, requested the Sayadaw to allow a
transcript of the talk to be printed in their journal, “Buddhist
Forum”.

With the Sayadaw’s permission we copied the talk from the
journal and reprint it.
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Parable of the Log

Namo Tassa Baghavato Arahato
Sammāsambuddhassa

It is a great pleasure for me to deliver this Dhamma talk
in commemoration of those two well-known meditation teach-
ers, the Venerable Sumathipāla Maha Thera and Venerable
S̄ıvali Thera. I was on very friendly terms with the Venerable
Sumathipāla Maha Thera and I knew S̄ıvali Thera very well. We
all verymuch regret that they have passed away. It is a great loss
to the Buddhasāsana.

On this significant occasion I would like to deal with a dis-
course of the Omniscient Buddha recorded in the Saṁyutta
Nikāya. It is the Darukkhandhopama Sutta, the Parable of the
Log.

The Discourse

Once theOmniscient Buddhawas sittingunder a tree on thebank
of the river Gaṅga (Ganges in English, but we pronounce it Gaṅga
in Pāli) near the city of Kosambi. Five hundred bhikkhus accom-
panied him. The Lord Buddha saw a very big log being carried
down the river by the current.
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He pointed to the log and said, “Oh bhikkhus, do you see that
big log which is being carried along by the current of the river?”
The bhikkhus replied, “Yes Venerable sir, we see it”.

The Lord Buddha continued,
“If that log is not caught on the near bank, it will reach the

ocean.
If it is not caught on the far bank it will reach the ocean.
If it is not submerged under water, it will reach the ocean.
If it does not land on a small island in themiddle of the river,

it will reach the ocean.
If it is not taken away by a human being, it will reach the

ocean.
If it is not taken away by a deity, it will reach the ocean.
If it does not sink into a whirlpool, it will reach the ocean.
If it does not become rotten, it will reach the ocean”.
Here the Omniscient Buddha points out that if there is not

any of these eight faults, the log will reach the ocean. Then, the
Buddha said, “Whywill this log reach the ocean? It is because the
current of the river inclines towards the ocean. It will, therefore,
reach the ocean if it has none of these eight faults.

“In the same way, bhikkhus, you will reach nibbāna if you
have none of these eight faults. Why? Because right under-
standing (sammā-dit. t.hi) inclines towards nibbāna, the cessation
of dukkha. However, bhikkhus, this is just a simile”.

Then, one of the monks requested the Lord Buddha to ex-
plain the simile, which the Buddha did in this way.

The words near bank refer to the six sense doors—eye, ear,
nose, tongue, body and mind.

The words far bank refer to the six sense objects—visible
objects, sound or voice, smell or scents, taste, tangible things
and mind objects.

Submerged under watermeans being attached to any sen-
tient being or inanimate thing.

Landing on a small island in the middle of the river
means conceit, pride or haughtiness.
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Taken away by a human beingmeans that a bhikkhu lives
mingling improperly with laity.

Taken away by a deitymeans doing good deeds for the pur-
pose of being reborn in heaven—the realm of Devas or Brahmas.

Sinking into awhirlpoolmeans indulgence in thefive kinds
of sensual pleasures.

Becoming rotten means pretending to be virtuous when
one is not actually virtuous.

The Exposition

Although the Omniscient Buddha addressed this discourse to
bhikkhus, it is for everybody, irrespective of race and religion.
Anyone who has none of the eight faults can reach the ocean.
When he has reached the ocean he has got free from the round
of existence and got rid of suffering (dukkha).

In somediscourse of theOmniscient Buddha the ocean refers
to the cycle of rebirths (saṁsāra) and in the others to nibbāna, the
cessation of suffering. In this discourse, what the Buddha refers
to with the word “ocean” is nibbāna.

Sense-Doors and Sense-Objects

Then, what does the Buddha mean when he compares the near
bank with six sense-doors and the far bank with six sense-
objects?

Here I would like to say a few words about the word “mind”.
In the psychology of Buddhism “citta”, which knows the object,
does not last even for the blinking of an eye. Herein the word
“mind” is used in the sense of citta that knows the object and
very instantly passes away. Cognition of the object does not last
for even onemillionth of a second. Occasionally we use theword
“consciousness” which may be better than the word “mind”.
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Consciousness or the mind knows the object, but the eye
does not know it. With the help of the eye, one of the six sense-
doors, consciousness sees the object. For example you see a
brand new Rolls Royce car. In this case there is a visible object
and there is the eye that helps the mind or consciousness see
the object. If you see that Rolls Royce you may feel how good it
would be to own one. If it is your own car it will give you much
pleasure. You are attached to it because you see it and take it to
be a very nice car of yours. You do not regard it as just a nat-
ural process of material phenomena. Then, you are caught on
the far bank—the car, and the near bank—the eye, because your
attachment arises dependant on the car—the visible object and
the eye—one of the six sense-doors.

The eye is one of the six sense-doors. When the eye contacts
the color or the form of the car, there arises consciousness that
sees the car but consciousness of seeing does not stop there. It
goes further. It thinks, “Yes, it is my car, a very good car, a new
car. I bought it yesterday; it cost a lot of money”. In this way,
you become attached to that Rolls Royce. That means that you
are attached to a non-living thing because of its color and form—
a visible object—and because of the eye. So you are attached to
the car.

Suppose you park it on the side of the road and a person care-
lessly drives his car past yours and scratches the door of your
car. Then you feel angry because it is your car that is scratched.
It means that you have attachment (lobha) and anger (dosa). Do
lobha and dosa bring you happiness? No, they bring you unhap-
piness, dukkha. And why do you have this dukkha? Your suffer-
ing or unhappiness arises because you yourself are stuck on the
near bank as well as on the far bank. That attachment arises de-
pendant on the visible object, the car, with the help of the eye
consciousness that keeps you stranded on the near bank, If you
are attached to the car with the help of your eyes, you will not
reach the ocean, Nibbāna. You will be clinging to the far bank as
well as the near bank; you won’t reach the ocean.
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The log is compared with the khandhas or a human being.
Khandhas mean the five aggregates of mental and physical phe-
nomena. Because you do not see the five aggregates as five ag-
gregates of mentality and physicality, you take them to be a per-
son, a being, a self or a soul and as a result you are attached to
them; so you won’t reach the ocean. If, however, you see the
five aggregates as the five aggregates of mentality and physical-
ity, you won’t take them for a person etc. Then you will not be
attached to them, and so you will reach the ocean. That Rolls
Royce you bought yesterday, which was so expensive, if you see
it as a Rolls Royce, then you are attached to it; but if you see it
as a material process or rūpakkhandha—the aggregate of materi-
ality, you won’t be attached to it. Then you won’t be unhappy
when it is scratched because you don’t take it as a valuable Rolls
Royce. You are caught on neither of the two banks.

Attachment and Conceit

What the Lord Buddha means by “submerged under water” is
attachment, desire, craving, lust, love. If you are attached to any
living being or inanimate object, you won’t be able to reach the
ocean. You are submerged under water.

Then, “landing on a small island” means conceit, pride or
haughtiness. If you are proud of or conceited about your work,
your rank or your success in your business, you are landing on
a small island. That conceit delays you in your attainment of
Nibbāna. If you are conceited, you are unable to realize themen-
tal and physical processes in their true nature and you will take
your bodily and mental processes to be a person, a being, an atta
or a you. Then, there will arise many others defilement such as
anger, lust, greed hatred and so on. So, you, landing on a small
island, won’t be able to reach the ocean because you are not able
to realize natural process as a natural process, or the five aggre-
gates as just a natural process.
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Improper Association

If the log is taken away by a human being it won’t reach the
ocean. This refers to bhikkhus. Supposing a bhikkhu does not do
hiswork of learning scriptures, practisingmeditation, delivering
sermons, leading his disciples on the right path and encouraging
them tomeditate for their emancipation; instead, he mixes with
the laity in an improper way. Such a bhikkhu is taken away by a
human being. Hewill be unable to reach the ocean. Hewill be at-
tached to these people whom he is improperly associating with.
He will be so attached to worldly affairs that he won’t be able to
realize the three characteristics ofmental and physical phenom-
ena, that is anicca, dukkha and anatta—impermanence, suffering
and no-soul, no-self or non-ego. If he is unable to realize these
three basic facts of existence, he will be so strongly attached to
worldly things that he won’t want to reach the ocean.

Desire for Better Existence

If the log is taken away by a deva, it won’t reach the ocean. This
means that if you perform any wholesome or meritorious deeds
such as giving or charity (dhana), observing moral precepts (s̄ıla)
and meditation (bhāvanā) with a view to rebirth in the realm
of Devas or Brahmas, then you will be taken away by them to
their realm. If this happens you won’t reach the ocean. Youmay
achieve your aimof a better rebirth because of the good you have
done. You will be reborn as a shining one, a deva but you won’t
be able to reach the ocean.

Devameans a deity, one who shines. If you become deva, you
will be very attached to yourself because you are shiny and very
beautiful. Then, you won’t be able to reach the ocean.
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Sensual Pleasure

If the log sinks into a whirlpool, it won’t reach the ocean. This
means, that if you are indulging in sensual pleasure, you won’t
reach the ocean. This is attachment. If you are attached to what
you see, what you hear, what you smell, what you taste, what
you touch, and what you think about, then you become caught
in a very big whirlpool. You won’t be able to reach the ocean.
Because the doctrine of the Buddha is so very rational, logical
and natural, I am sure that you agree with him on this point.

Attachment to any sensual pleasure leads you to repeated
rebirths in the cycle of existence; it does not lead you toNibbāna,
the ocean.

Dishonesty

Then, the last one, is becoming rotten. If the log becomes rotten,
it won’t reach the ocean. That means that if you pretend to be a
very virtuous person when you are not, you become rotten and
will not reach the ocean. You won’t reach Nibbāna.

The Way out of Suffering

The Omniscient Buddha said, “If you have none of these eight
kinds of faults, you are certain to reach the ocean because you
will be carried by the Middle Current of the river”. The Mid-
dle Current is the Noble Eightfold Path. If you develop the No-
ble Eightfold Path, you are not kept on the near bank or the far
bank, you are not submerged under the water, you won’t land
on a small island, you won’t be taken away by human beings or
devas, youwon’t be caught in awhirlpool, youwon’t become rot-
ten. Then you are certain to reach the ocean of Nibbāna.

You must strive to develop the Noble Eightfold Path so that
you do not have any of these eightfold faults. What should you
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do to develop this Noble Eightfold Path? s̄ıla (morality) is the
foundation, the basic requirement. Samādhi (concentration) is
built on the foundation of s̄ıla and paññā (insight and enlighten-
ment) and comes with the proper application of concentration.
It is very easy to develop this Noble Eightfold Path which con-
sists of s̄ıla, samādhi and paññā. Observe yourself or just observe
your bodily and mental processes as they really are. That is all.

Watch any action or movement of your body and mind as
it occurs without analysing it, without thinking about it. Just
pay bare attention to what is happening to your body and mind
as it really is. That is all. If you use any intellectual knowledge
or preconceptions in this awareness of your bodily and mental
processes, you go astray and yourmind is not well concentrated,
you will not be able to realize bodily and mental phenomena as
they really are.

Purification of Mind

When you observe any activity of body and mind as they really
occur, then gradually your mind becomes concentrated on any
process that is observed. Then concentration becomes deeper
and stronger. Your mind is purified from nı̄varan. a (hindrances)
such as kāmacchanda, vyāpāda, Thı̄na-middha, uddhaccā-kukkuccā
and vicikicchā.

Kāmacchanda means sensual desire. Vyāpāda means ill-will.
Thı̄na-middhameans restlessness and worry or remorse. Vicikic-
chameans sceptical doubt.

If you have one of these five hindrances in your mind, your
mind is defiled. It is not pure. When your mind is not pure your
insight is not penetrating. Only when the mind is purified of
these five hindrances, can your insight knowledge become pene-
trating. When it is penetrating, you will be able to realize bodily
and mental processes first in their specific characteristics and
second in their general or common characteristics.
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Realization at these two levels is called right understanding
(sammā-dit. t.hi) in the course of vipassanāmeditation. When it has
reached its climax you attain to Nibbāna, the cessation of suf-
fering, through the first enlightenment (sotāpattimagga) which
realizes the Four Noble Truths. You have reached the ocean.

However, it is only through deep concentration, when you
are mindful of bodily and mental phenomena, that you are able
to realize them with the three levels of Right Understanding.

Right Understanding

The first level of Right Understanding is the realization of the
specific characteristics of materiality andmentality. The second
is the realization of general or common characteristic of materi-
ally and mentality. The third is the realization of the four Noble
Truths—dukkha, the origin of dukkha, the cessation of dukkha and
the way leading to the cessation of dukkha.

So, to purify the mind we need the Noble Eightfold Path. To
realize mental and physical processes in their specific and gen-
eral characteristics, we need the Noble Eightfold Path. To realize
the Four Noble Truths we need the Noble Eightfold Path. This is
the middle current of the river.

The Way to Freedom

On the night when the Omniscient Buddha was about to pass
away, he was reclining on a bed prepared for him in Kusinārā
Park. In the first watch of the night Subhadda, a mendicant,
came to him and said, “Venerable GotamaBuddha I followed var-
ious doctrines taught tomeby various teachers. They all say that
they know all and that they are Arahants. Is what they say true?”

The Omniscient Buddha left the questions unanswered and
admonished Subhadda; “Subhadda, whether they know all or
not does not matter; it is not concerned with your deliverance;

11



so I won’t answer this question. My time is approaching. I will
teach youwhat is important for your emancipation. Listen tome
attentively”.

The Criterion

Then the Buddha said, “Subhadha, in any doctrine in which the
Noble Eightfold Path is not found, there will not be any saman. a”.
Here saman. a means one who is calm as he has destroyed all de-
filement. It means that if there is no Noble Eightfold Path in a
doctrine, then there is no one who has destroyed all defilements
by following it.

If there is Noble Eightfold Path in a doctrine, there will be
someone who has destroyed the defilement by following it and
got rid of suffering. So, if you follow any doctrine in which you
do not have to develop the Noble Eightfold Path you are certain
not to destroy the defilements and get rid of suffering.

Here, the Omniscient Buddha points out the criterion of the
true Dhamma.

The Lord Buddha said; “Subhadda, only in my doctrine or in
my sāsana is there the Noble Eightfold Path to develop. There-
fore, only in my doctrine there are saman. as”. This discourse
expounded by the Omniscient Buddha to Subhadda fits in with
“The Parable of the Log” because a person who does not develop
the Noble Eightfold Path will not reach the ocean of Nibbāna.
If he develops the Noble Eightfold Path, he is certain to reach
the ocean of Nibbāna as he will not be kept on the far bank or
the near bank, etc. The Omniscient Buddha taught us the way
to develop this Noble Eightfold Path. That is the technique of
Mindfulness meditation.
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Mindfulness Meditation

The Omniscient Buddha taught us the way of mindfulness when
he expounded the Discourse on the Four Foundations of Mind-
fulness (Mahāsatipat.t.hāna Sutta). He teaches us to be mindful
of bodily processes, sensation, consciousness and mind-objects
as they really occur. So, the principle of mindfulness meditation
is to observe, to be mindful of, to be aware of, whatever arises
in our body and mind as it really occurs. Even unpleasant sen-
sations of pain, aching, stiffening, itching and the like must be
mindful of as they really are.

When you feel pain in your back or in your knee, you must
observe it as it really is, You must not try to make it go away.
You must not make it disappear because the pain helps you to
attain Nibbāna. In other words pain is the key to the door of
Nibbāna. So, if you feel a painful sensation you are very lucky. It
will lead you to the cessation of suffering because it is one of the
five aggregates to be thoroughly realized.

It is the aggregate of sensation, which is the truth of suffer-
ing andmust be thoroughly understood. Ifwe realize this painful
sensation in its true nature—in its specific as well as in its gen-
eral characteristics—we see it as just a natural process, arising
and passing away from moment to moment. It does not last for
even a second. And through the realization of this pain, or ag-
gregate of sensation, you can attain to enlightenment by which
you can destroy defilement and get rid of suffering. That is why I
say that if you feel a painful sensation, you are very lucky. Why?
Because you have a mental process together with the physical
process to watch, to observe and to realize. That pain gives you
a very good opportunity to realize its true nature and so lead you
to the cessation of dukkha, Nibbāna.

13



Specific and General Characteristics

It is hereneeded to explain the specific characteristics ofmental-
ity and physically and their general or common characteristics.

Every mental or physical process has its own distinctive fea-
tures that have nothing in common with any other mental or
physical process. You know lobha (greed, craving, desire, lust
and attachment are all encompassed). lobha has its own char-
acteristic that does not belong to any other mental or physical
process. If you have love or desire for that Rolls Royce you will
become proud, possessive or covetous. You become attached to
it. So the specific characteristic of lobha is clinging.

dosa (anger) is different. It has the characteristic of rudeness.
Whereas lobha draws things towards it, dosa is aversion; it repels.

The Six Elements

Physical and mental processes, which constitute a so called per-
son, are pathavi-dhātu, āpo-dhātu, tejo-dhātu, vāyo-dhātu, ākāsa-
dhātu, and viññān. a-dhātu. These six elements are those of earth,
water, fire, air, space and consciousness.

Pathavi-dhātu, the element of earth, has hardness and soft-
ness as its characteristic. This characteristic belongs only to the
earth element and to no other; it is, therefore, the specific char-
acteristic of the earth element, while āpo-dhātu, the water ele-
ment, has fluidity and cohesion as its specific characteristic; heat
and cold are the specific characteristic of tejo-dhātu, the fire ele-
ment.

When a meditator has gained deep concentration of mind,
his mind is purified. Then he begins to realize the specific char-
acteristics of mental and physical processes. When you observe
your abdomen rise and fall—a physical process—and your con-
centration becomes deep enough, you begin to realize the rising
and falling movements very clearly in their true nature. Move-
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ment or motion is the specific characteristic of the wind or air
element. When you rightly understand the true nature of the
rising movement or falling movement very clearly, you are not
aware of the formof your body or abdomen. What you are realiz-
ing at that moment, is just the movement—outward movement
and inward movement. Then you begin to realize the specific
characteristic of the air element (vāyo-dhātu).

The general characteristics of material and mental phenom-
ena are anicca, dukkha and anatta—impermanence, suffering and
no-soul, no-self nature. Every mental state, emotional state
and physical process has these three characteristics in common.
They are called common characteristics because they belong to
every mental and emotional state and physical process.

After you have passed two stages of insight knowledge—the
knowledge of differentiating between materiality and mental-
ity and that of cause and effect—you come to realize these three
general characteristics of psychophysical phenomena. This
insight knowledge is known as knowledge of comprehension,
which comprehends all these general characteristics of material
and mental phenomena.

When a meditator’s insight knowledge becomes mature on
account of diligent practise with continuous and constantmind-
fulness and deeper concentration growing naturally, he is cer-
tain to pass through all the stages of insight with his personal
experience of them. His bodily and mental processes—the bod-
ily process that is noted and the mental process that notes it—
cease to exist. Then, he attains to Nibbāna, the cessation of com-
pounded things (saṅkhāra).

An End of Suffering

There, at that moment, he gets into the state of the cessation
of all saṅkhāra (compounded things). He has abandoned attach-
ment, the cause of suffering, because hehas rightly andperfectly
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understood dukkha. So, the Truth of Suffering has been perfectly
understood. The cause of suffering is abandoned at that mo-
ment. The Truth of the way leading to the Cessation of suffering
(The Noble Eightfold Path) has been developed. He has reached
the cessation of compounded things (saṅkhāra). Here he has at-
tained the third level of right understanding, that is, Enlighten-
ment, by realizing the Four Noble Truths. Then he reaches the
ocean because he has been carried away by the middle current,
the Noble Eightfold Path. He is not kept on the near bank nor
the far bank. He is not submerged under the water. He is not
stranded on an island. So, he has reached the ocean.

The Lord Buddha, sitting under a tree on bank of the river
Gaṅga, delivered this discourse. A cowherd named Nanda, who
listened to the discourse, was so much inspired by it that he
wanted to be carried away by middle current. So he approached
the Lord Buddha and requested ordination as a bhikkhu: “Ven-
erable sir, I am afraid of being caught on the near bank or the
far bank or submerged into the river. I want to be carried away
by the middle current and reach the ocean. Please ordain me a
bhikkhu so that I can develop the Noble Eightfold Path, the mid-
dle current”.

The Omniscient Buddha said, “Boy, you are a cowherd. First
you have a duty to drive your cows back home. You should en-
trust them to their owner. Unless you do that, I cannot ordain
you”.

So the cowherd did as the Omniscient Buddha urged. Then
he returned, to be ordained a bhikkhu. BhikkhuNandawent into
the forest to a secluded place and developed the Noble Eight-
fold Path by being aware of all mental and physical phenomena
that were arising frommoment tomoment. Because hewaswill-
ing to be carried away by the middle current, he meditated dili-
gently. In a very short time, he was carried away by the middle
current and reached the ocean of Nibbāna. He reached the ocean
of Nibbāna because he had none of those eightfold faults andwas
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carried away by the middle current of the Noble Eightfold Path
that runs towards the ocean, Nibbāna.

The Lord Buddha repeatedly said: “Be mindful of what is
happening at this moment as it really is, or be aware of what-
ever arises in your body and mind as it really is. Then all of you
will be carried away by the middle current and attain Nibbāna,
the ocean”.

Sādhu, sādhu, sādhu!
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Questions and Answers

The Venerable Sayadaw Ashin Janakabhivamsa conducted four
vipassanā meditation retreats in Australia in 1990. One of them
was conducted at a camp near Canberra City.

It is the Sayadaw’s procedure in every retreat that a ques-
tions and answers session is arranged on the last day of retreats.

So these are the Sayadaw’s answers to the questions raised
by his meditators at the Canberra retreat in January 1990.

Motivating Force

question: Venerable Sayadaw, today at lunch while
chewing a mouthful of food I suddenly lost the de-
sire to eat and the chewing motion stopped. With
no desire, there was no movement. This I also no-
ticed with other movements. It seems that the de-
sire is the primarymotivating force behind any kind
of movement, action, deed, behaviour, etc. Could
this be true? From what I understand from your
teaching, desire is a defilement. So what is the mo-
tivating force?

sayadaw: Let us take the last point first: “Fromwhat I un-
derstand from your teaching desire is a defilement”.
Yes, desire is a defilement. Because I teach you so?
Is that right? No? Then why is desire called a de-
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filement? When desire arises the mind gets defiled,
the mind is defiled by desire. It is, therefore, called
a defilement. The mind becomes impure because of
desire; so desire is called a defilement. It is not be-
cause I teach you so.
“While chewing a mouthful of food I suddenly lost
the desire to eat”. Good! Very good! You see you are
mindful of whatever arises in yourmind and body in
order that you may remove desire, or attachment,
because desire, or attachment, is the cause of suf-
fering. You know that. Say, you feel a desire for food
at about ten o’clock but you have to take it at eleven.
Thenyou feel hungry. Because of that desire you feel
suffering. What kind of suffering? The suffering of
hunger. Hunger, the desire for food, makes you suf-
fer.
“When the desire to eat stopped the chewing mo-
tion stopped”. The first point is that you suddenly
lost the desire for food. That is the purpose ofmind-
fulness. What we are doing while we are taking a
meal is practisingmindfulness. The purpose is to re-
move desire for, attachment to, food. Now she (the
questioner) achieved this. Why did the desire stop?
Because she was mindful of chewing, she was con-
stantly making a mental note: “chewing ... chewing
... chewing”.
When she is not making such mental notes and is
not watching the act of chewing, any kind of tastes,
sweet, sour, salt or any other, will be manifested on
her tongue. If she likes sweetness she will be at-
tached to that taste, the sweet. Here attachment
arises. Then she will feel a greater desire for food
because of the sweetness. Thus more defilements
arise. Why? Because she does not observe it con-
tinuously. When continuous and powerful mindful-
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ness overpowers the chewing movement as well as
the taste, there is no taste at all. As she did not feel
the taste of the food anymore, she lost the desire for
it. She has destroyed her attachment to it. But she
has no aversion to it and continues to eat mindfully.
That’s her success. That is the purpose of mindful-
ness while we are taking food.
I will explain to you more about the purpose of
mindfulness in the act of taking food, so that you
can clarify your understanding of meditation and
be more mindful of your actions during the act of
taking food tomorrow at breakfast. She said that
the chewing motion stopped because the desire
stopped. If there is a desire there will be a chewing
motion. She thinks that to act, to commit any action
or deed, or any behaviour, the motivating force is
desire. It is desire that causes any action, any deed,
any behaviour to arise, so perhaps it is desire that
is the cause of all action, deed or behaviour. Then
she also said: “from what I understand from your
teaching, desire is a defilement”. Every action, deed
or behaviour is caused by defilement. What she said
amounts to saying that, but she could not judge if
that was correct. So she asks: “What is the motivat-
ing force?” How shall I answer this question? It is
a very difficult one. Actually the desire is not the
immediate cause of the action. If you desire to run
away from this retreat you will have the intention
to walk away. The desire is the cause, the inten-
tion is the effect. First you intend to walk, then you
walk away. Therefore the intention is the immediate
cause of the action. But it is the effect of desire.
Desire is not the immediate cause of an action. The
immediate cause of an action is the intention. From
the point of view of Buddhist philosophy intention
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is known as chanda in Pāli. Chanda is usually trans-
lated as will or wish. When you feel the desire to
take food, you acquire the wish to stretch out your
arm, the wish to touch the food, the wish to grasp
it, the wish to bring it to your mouth. That wish
is called intention. We call it chanda. Chanda is
one mental state, desire is another. Desire is called
tan. hā, for example tan. hā for food. Because of tan. hā,
you have the chanda to do, to act, to go, to run, to
see and so on. The arising of chanda is dependent on
desire.
But sometimes desire is not the cause of the arising
of chanda. Suppose you want to give something to
a poor man, you want to give him a piece of cloth.
Because you want to give, there arises the chanda to
give. The chanda to give is the will or the intention
to commit the act of giving. In that case the arising
of chanda is dependent on your good cetanā. Or we
could call it your good volition—a motive. The good
motive or volition is the cause of chanda, intention
or will. It is the cause of your giving the cloth to the
poor man. Here there is no room for desire to arise.
In some cases desire may be, let us say, the remote
cause of the action, not the immediate cause. But
in some cases it does not arise as a cause. Here,
let us say that you are a Buddhist. When you bow
down before a statue of the Buddha you will have in
mind the virtuous qualities of the Enlightened One,
so you think of the Buddha as one worthy of saluta-
tion or bowing down. With that good volition you
bow down. So between the volition and the act of
bowing down there is a mental process—that is in-
tention orwill, chanda. So chandaor intention orwill
is the immediate cause of the action or deed or be-
haviour. In this case there is no room for desire.
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In short, if you do wholesome deeds, good volition
is the cause of the chanda or intention and chanda
or intention is the cause of the action or deed. But
when you do unwholesome deeds, evil deeds, the
cause is desire. Desire causes the intention or chanda
to arise and then intention causes the act, the evil
deed. So, in the case of evil deeds, desire is the cause
of action.

Desire and Dissatisfaction

question: If the state of desire is the cause of dissatisfac-
tion with the existing reality and should be avoided,
how can we go on acting in our lives? If there is no
desire to act in life, are we really living?

sayadaw: Yes, the state of desire is the cause of dissat-
isfaction. The Buddha spoke of this in his first ser-
mon, the Dammacakkappavattana Sutta, where he
classified all kinds of dukkha, suffering. He said,
“Birth is dukkha, decay is dukkha, death is dukkha,
worry is dukkha, lamentation is dukkha, grief is
dukkha, despair is dukkha”. After that he continued,
“What one wants to get but does not get is dukkha”.
Do you follow? When one does not get what one de-
sires, it is dukkha. To put it in another way, what one
desires but does not get is dukkha. Here desire is the
cause, dissatisfaction is the effect. So the state of de-
sire is the cause of the dissatisfaction. That is why
the Buddha said desire or attachment is the cause of
suffering. Should we avoid it? Yes. Desire should
be avoided, it must be eliminated. It is the cause of
suffering.
The secondpart of this question is similar to thefirst
question. “If there is no desire to act in life, are we
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really alive?” I’ve already explained to you about
action that is not the result of desire but of inten-
tion or will, so this part of the question has been an-
swered.

Rebirth, Kamma and Anattā

(Sayadaw responded to the following four questions in one de-
tailed answer.)

question: Venerable Sayadaw, please tell us what the
Buddha taught about how the experiences and
kamma of a being are transferred from incarnation
to incarnation. Also I would like to know the other
way the Buddha told one of his disciples to stay
awake after he had been walking through the forest
for seven days.

question: Please explain: What is rebirth? When the
mind arises and passes away, what is rebirth?

question: If there is no self, I, being, person or soul, how
does reincarnation and kamma frompast liveswork?

question: Venerable Sayadaw, please talk about the prin-
ciple of co-dependent origination if there is no-soul,
how can one talk of a person’s previous life. If there
is no soul, what is there that connects you to a pre-
vious life?

sayadaw: All these questions are in fact just onequestion:
if there is anatta, if there is no-soul or permanent life
force, how can one talk of a person, a previous life?
What is it that can connect you to a previous life?
This question is universally asked. Almost every one
who does not have enough knowledge of Buddhism,
especially with regard to rebirth, and who also has
not had much experience in the practise of medita-
tion, asks this question. One who has experienced
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the arising and the passing away of the mental and
physical processes which are observed during med-
itation, will be able to understand. He doesn’t need
to think about it.
All these questions are based on the idea of a self
or soul which is taken to be everlasting and inde-
structible. Many of those who do not study Bud-
dhism, almost all of them, have the idea that to be
reborn again and again there must be something
which transmigrates from one existence to another,
and that thingmust be everlasting. Unless it is ever-
lasting it cannot transmigrate to another existence.
In other words, there must be an everlasting soul to
reincarnate in another body; unless there is an ever-
lasting entity there won’t be another existence be-
cause there will be no connection between the first
existence and the second one. That is what many
people think.
First of all we should consider the mental process
and the physical process. Howdo theywork? Before
this question and answer session youmay have been
worrying about leaving this retreat tomorrow; you
may have been worrying about your daily life and
worrying about worldly affairs. And some of you
may have been experiencing pleasure now. Do you
have that worry now? No. Do you have that plea-
sure now? No. Where did it all go? Did someone
take away that pleasure, happiness or worry? Who
took it away? Nobody. Then, where did that happi-
ness go? Considering that you don’t have that plea-
sure or worry, we can say that the pleasure or worry
has stopped, it has disappeared. But after that plea-
sure or worry has stopped you have another mind.
Let us say another mind after the disappearance of
the pleasure or worry. You have been listening to
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the Dhamma and to the questions and answers. Un-
less youhad amind or a consciousness you could not
have listened to the Dhamma.
If you do not have any mind or consciousness, what
would you be? You would be unconscious, per-
haps even dying. After the disappearance of happi-
ness, pleasure orworry, if you don’t have anymental
state, you will only have the physical process. And
you would be lying down without moving. But now
you are not lying down, you are sitting and listen-
ing to the questions and answers. Therefore it is ev-
ident that you have a mind or consciousness after
that happiness, worry or pleasure has disappeared.
You have amind—is thatmind the same one that ex-
perienced the pleasure or happiness? No. If it were
the samehappiness or pleasure youwould always be
happy. Now you may be happy, not because you are
getting back to your family, but because you are lis-
tening to the questions and answers. So this mental
state is different from that mental state of pleasure,
happiness or worry that you felt previously.
We know that when one of the mental states has
disappeared another mental state arises. Why? Be-
cause the other mental state has disappeared; that’s
the reason. Say that we have a manager or admin-
istrator in this place. If that manager dies, there
won’t be a manager here any more. Is that true?
No. Then what will happen? Another manager
will come. Why? Because the other one has disap-
peared. So the disappearing or passing away of the
previous one is the cause, the appearing of the fol-
lowing one is the effect. It is a natural law, the law
of cause and effect. You cannot create it, the Bud-
dha cannot create it, you cannot change it; it is a
natural law, the law of cause and effect or depen-
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dent origination. The following mental state arises
because the previous one has disappeared or passed
away. This is the law of cause and effect: it cannot
be changed, it cannot be destroyed.
Suppose someone has died. When he is dead does he
have any mental state? No. And any physical pro-
cess? Yes. Where does that mind go when he dies?
Please consider the law of cause and effect. When
a person dies the last consciousness of this exis-
tence has disappeared. Every moment the mind ap-
pears and disappears, arises and passes away. When
you note: “intention, lifting; intention, pushing; in-
tention, dropping” during walking meditation what
you know is that with one intention, one move-
ment arises. Then another intention and another
movement arise. In that way within a millionth of
a second over one hundred thousand mental states
arise. If your concentration is good enough you will
be able to realize that any consciousness or mental
state does not last even a millionth of a second. It
arises and instantly passes away. If you note any
movement, the mind that notes it instantly passes
away. When you note the following movement it is
not the same mind that noted the previous move-
ment. A different mind notes the following move-
ment. Youwill be able to realize this when your con-
centration is good enough.
It is very clear that when a person is dead his men-
tal state or consciousness has disappeared. Which
mental state has disappeared? The last conscious-
ness of the present life has disappeared. What hap-
pens when the previous one has disappeared? An-
other one has to arise according to the law of cause
and effect. So, after the last consciousness of an
existence has disappeared, another consciousness
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arises. That is the law of cause and effect. The pass-
ing away of the previous one is the cause, the aris-
ing of the following one is the effect. After the last
consciousness of an existence has disappeared there
arises another consciousness. Can that new con-
sciousness be said to be the previous existence? No,
that consciousness is another existence. This, then,
is rebirth. Very easy to understand.
But you need to practise meditation so that you can
realize the arising and passing away ofmental states
very swiftly one after another. Then you can under-
stand: “Ah, this is so!” Then do you need any ever-
lasting entity to transmigrate to another existence?
You don’t. The whole existing world is dependent
on the law of cause and effect. The Buddha very
clearly explained this law of cause and effect in his
doctrine. Do I need to explain further? No. Because
you are very intelligent and bright, you have under-
stood. There is no-soul or self which is an everlast-
ing entity to transmigrate to another existence, to
reincarnate in another body.
We have answered one question. Then there is an-
other one, about kamma. “How does kamma produce
results in another existence if there is nothing to
transmigrate?” You have not met your friend for
about ten years. By chance you meet him on the
road. You’re very happy, so you say that you are very
happy to meet him. What is that? That is loving-
kindness (mettā). He feels: “My friend lovesme”. He
feels that. Then you go your way, he goes his way.
But when he lies down to sleep at night he happens
to think about youwho love him. What does he feel?
Is he happy or unhappy? He is happy. Why does that
happiness arise? Is there an everlasting connection
between that happiness and the loving-kindness he
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felt earlier that evening? No. But though there is
no connection between the two mental states, the
mental state of loving-kindness has produced the
mental state of happiness. So do we need any con-
nection for any cause to produce any effect? No.
When a person commits an action or deed, he is
moved to do it by the force of volition or motive.
The consciousness, with which that volition or mo-
tive arises, and the event itself, pass away, but the
force of the volition doesn’t disappear and remains
in the process of the following consciousnesses.
When the time and circumstances are ripe for pro-
ducing an effect, an effect is produced. There will
be no perceptible connection between the cause and
the effect. In the case of reincarnation or rebirth we
don’t have anything which is everlasting, transmi-
grating from one existence to another, but the two
existences are related in a certain way. Thus good
kamma or wholesome actions, or bad kamma or un-
wholesome actions are manifested; wholesome ac-
tions guide the current of consciousness to arise in
a good existence. Unwholesome actions guide the
consciousness to arise in a bad existence. And so we
go on.
Then we come to another question about anatta,
“no-soul”. anatta means there is no-soul that is
an everlasting entity apart from physical and men-
tal processes. That is what the Buddha said. In
1979 when I was conducting a meditation retreat
in a hotel in Switzerland with the Venerable Ma-
hasi Sayadaw, one of the meditators, a young Ger-
man, about twenty-four years old, came to me for
an interview. He said: “I cannot meditate. I feel
despair”. I asked him why. The technique is very
easy, very simple to practise, no complications. Just
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observe things as they are, that’s all. He said: “Be-
cause of your Dhamma talk”. “Very well, what do
you find in my Dhamma talk?” He said: “No, it is
not in your Dhamma talk, it is in Mahasi Sayadaw’s
Dhamma talk: ’anatta, no-soul, no-soul’. That talk
about no-soul hit me in the chest. I couldn’t stand
it”. Then I said: “Did you find the words no-soul,
no-self in my Dhamma talk?” “No, I didn’t find any
of that in your Dhamma talk”. “Well, the Venera-
ble Sayadaw does not teach you meditation. What
he is doing is just giving a discourse on Dhamma. I
teach youmeditation and I don’t say anything about
no-soul. You should just practise”. Then he was sat-
isfied: “I’ll do”, he said and continued the practise.
The next morning he came again for the interview.
He seemed to be very unhappy. I asked: “What did
you experience?” He said he could not practise”—
“Why?”—“Last night Mahasi Sayadaw talked about
no-self. I couldn’t stand it. I couldn’t practise med-
itation”. Well, that could not be helped. Mahasi
Sayadaw had to deliver a discourse every night be-
cause hehadbeen invited by themeditators to teach
meditation; and to do that he had to deliver the
teachings of the Buddha to the meditators. In the
teachings of the Buddha, anatta, no-self, is repeat-
edly mentioned. The Venerable Sayadaw could not
avoid talking about it. But I could avoid it because
I delivered the Dhamma talk like this, impromptu.
I did not talk about anatta, no-self so that he would
not get upset. But he went away.
When a Buddhist meditation retreat is conducted,
those who cannot stand the anatta doctrine go away
because the Buddhist doctrine is based on the idea
of no-soul, no-self. In the Buddha’s own experience
and the experience of all the other Arahants, they
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did not find anything that was everlasting. What
they discovered was that every mental and physical
phenomenon is impermanent. It arises and passes
away at each instant. If you continue meditation
for a month or two you are also sure to realize the
impermanence of every mental or physical process.
Then you will not find anything that is everlasting
or permanent. Then you will judge that there is no
soul or self that is taken to be everlasting, and that
there is ever changing phenomena of mentality and
physicality. Therefore there is no everlasting entity
such as a soul or self to transmigrate to a next exis-
tence. Life is just the processes of mental and phys-
ical phenomena. Passing away of the phenomena
in the previous existence gives rise to another phe-
nomenon in the present existence. The cause in the
previous life produces its effect in the present life.
The only connection between the two existences is
cause and effect. There is no connection of any ev-
erlasting entity such as soul, self or any other thing.

Monk’s Life

question: Is a monk’s life in the monastery composed of
constant practise of vipassanā?

sayadaw: If a monk’s life in a monastery were devoted
only to the constant practise of vipassanā I would
not be here. I would have to be practising vipassanā
constantly. In the Buddha’s sāsana there are two
things for a monk to do: firstly, learning the scrip-
tures and teaching the disciples; Secondly, practis-
ing the Dhamma. We have to do both. If a monk’s
life were devoted solely to practising vipassanā he
would reach the fourth stage of enlightenment, be-
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come an Arahant and then pass away. After the
monkhad passed away, nothingwould remain of the
doctrines of Buddhism as there would be no monk
left to teach those doctrines to any disciple. Sowhat
should we do? Practise the Dhamma while learn-
ing the scriptures and teaching disciples—hencemy
presence here teaching this course to Australians.
If I were just to live in my monastery and prac-
tise the Dhamma, I could not have come here and
would never have gained the opportunity of teach-
ing you the Dhamma. And you would not have had
the chance to practise vipassanā by being mindful of
all daily activities as you now do. So there are two
things: to study and teach theDhamma, and to prac-
tise the Dhamma.

Teach Both

question: What can be done about the apparent division
between groups purporting to teach the vipassanā
and samatha forms of meditation?

sayadaw: The purpose of samatha meditation is to at-
tain higher concentration of the mind. For this the
samathameditator has to take a single subject as the
object of his meditation. When the mind wanders
away he brings it back to the object. In this way, af-
ter practising for one, two or three months, he can
attain the higher concentration of the mind. The
single subject he takes as the object of meditation
can be respiration or some other device. Whenever
the mind goes out he must not follow it or observe
it. He must bring the mind back to the object and
focus it on the object.
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In the technique of the vipassanāmeditation, which
you have practised for about ten days, how many
objects do you have? One or two? In fact you have
many different objects of mental and physical phe-
nomena. Then, what is the purpose of vipassanā
meditation? It is to realize the mental and physi-
cal processes as they really are with some degree of
concentration. That is the difference. Having ob-
served these processes you gain the realization of
both their general and specific characteristics. This
means thatwhen themindwanders there is no need
to bring it back. Why? Because the mind itself has
to be observed and realized. It has to be observed
as it is. The purpose of the observation is to real-
ize it in its true nature. The aim is not to make it go
away or disappear. Painful sensations too have to
be observed, not with the aim of making them dis-
appear, but rather to realize their true nature. What
is that true nature? It is general and specific char-
acteristics. This is the difference between the two
types of meditation. You can judge it for yourself.
The two groups should practise both samatha and
vipassanā and teach both. Then meditators will gain
more benefit out of the two types of meditation.

How we can Help Others

question: How can one reconcile the path of service to
others through social work and the path of the full-
time meditator? In other words which comes first,
one’s own personal salvation or the salvation of oth-
ers?

sayadaw: As a full-time meditator you are not in a posi-
tion to do service to others as you are always en-
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gaged in meditation. But if you constantly render
service to others you cannot meditate. So which
should come first, one’s own personal salvation or
the salvation of others? It depends on you, but I can
give you an answer from the Buddha’s point of view.
Two friends went off on a journey on foot and by
chance they entered a quagmire, they got stuck in
the mud up to their waists. One friend decided to
save the other, and to do this he had to struggle to
free himself from the mud.
Having done that he could look for a wooden plank
or plant to help his friend out of the mud. So which
camefirst? Obviously his own salvation, and this ac-
cords with the Buddha’s doctrine. The Omniscient
Buddha said that once one is free from all manner of
suffering then can one try to free others from simi-
lar suffering.

Nibbāna

question: What is Nibbāna?
sayadaw: The word Nibbāna is made up literally of “ni”—

“absence”, and “vana”—“attachment”, that makes
“absence of attachment”. When you have attach-
ment you experience dukkha, suffering. When you
have no attachment you do not experience suffer-
ing at all. Absence of attachment causes the dukkha
to cease. From where does dukkha arise? From the
sky or the bushes? Only from attachment. When
the attachment has been destroyed there ceases to
arise any suffering linked tomental state or physical
process. That is the state of an Arahant.
In Buddhism we have two stages of Nibbāna. The
first of these is to be attained in this existence. It
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is attained by an Arahant when he has completely
eliminated all attachment through the fourth en-
lightenment. Since then he has no longer expe-
rienced any mental suffering. However, his psy-
chophysical processes continue to arise and pass
away. So there may be some physical suffering at
times, but he does not take it to be unpleasant; he
sees it as just a process or phenomenon. When
he has destroyed all attachment to living beings or
inanimate objects he has no desire to be reborn.
When he dies, all mental and physical phenomena
cease to exist. They do not continue since all moti-
vation, desire and attachment have been destroyed.
That state of Nibbāna is the second stage.
What you should remember is the first stage, which
can be attained through the destruction or over-
coming of attachment. It is desirable, and you
should have chanda to attain it.

Sexual Misconduct

question: Please define sexual misconduct.
sayadaw: If a husband or wife commits adultery, that is

sexual misconduct or illegal sexual conduct. How-
ever, the precept to avoid it does not cover all situa-
tions in the East and West. For instance in Burmese
villages there are no offices where marriages are
registered. When theymarry and society recognizes
that, then they are considered husband and wife. If
either the husband or wife commits adultery, that is
sexual misconduct though they are not legally mar-
ried.
In this regard there is an interesting story in the
scriptures. I shall tell you. It is somewhat long. The
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story took place before the time of the Lord Buddha.
Therewas a very pretty and very virtuous prostitute
who observed all the five precepts. A man came to
her and gave her a thousand coins to spend a night
with her, saying: “Madam, since I am very busy to-
day I cannot come. Maybe I’ll come to you tomor-
row or the day after”. The prostitute agreed and the
man went away. He did not come the following day
or the day after. In a month he did not come. Al-
though many men came to woman and offered her
money, she rejected them. She would accept money
from no one until the first man had come to her be-
cause she had first taken his thousand coins. Had
she acceptedmoney from others for her favours she
knew she would have been guilty of violating the
third precept, which prohibits sexual misconduct.
After three years had passed and the man still had
not come, her money was exhausted and she was on
the point of dying from starvation.
So she went to the court and asked for the judge-
ment of the judge. He considered all the facts of the
case and passed his judgement: “You have waited
three years for this man and he has not come. You
have, therefore, discharged you duty, it is now fin-
ished, and you may henceforth accept the offerings
of others”. As she was leaving the court another
man came up to her and offered her a thousand
coins. However, she felt a sense of guilt about ac-
cepting the offer even though the judge had ruled
in favour of her doing so. At that moment the man
who gave her a thousand coins three years previ-
ously, suddenly appeared and she refused the offer
of the second man. It was only when the first man
absolved her from her obligation, saying he had no
connection with her any more, that she accepted
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the offerings of others. In this way in ancient times
even such a lady observed the third precept. That is
the moral of the story.
In short a man must refrain frommaking a sex with
a woman under the guardianship of a person or an
organization. A woman must refrain from having a
sex with a man who is recognized as a husband of
someone else by society.

Condition of Sleep

question: How does one go to sleep or rest mindfully?
Does watching the rising and falling of the abdomen
condition the mind to fall asleep?

sayadaw: Yes, whenyou are about to sleep you should ob-
serve the rising and falling superficially and lightly.
That means you concentrate your mind to a certain
degree without thinking about anything that makes
youworry or feel sorry, simply by the power of hold-
ing mindfulness to the rising and falling. Because
that form of concentration is not deep or attentive,
it gradually slips into sloth and torpor and you fall
asleep: a very good medicine for insomnia! But be
careful not to observe attentively.

Teacher not Needed

question: At what stage of the meditation process does
a person no longer need a teacher?

sayadaw: When a meditator has reached the eleventh
stage of meditational experience he needs no
teacher. He can proceed by himself. This is the
eleventh stage of insight knowledge, just below the
twelfth and final stage.
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Enlightenment

question: Is the experience of enlightenment perma-
nent? Does it arise and then pass away? Is it sus-
tained in life by samādhi?

sayadaw: Because it is a mental state the experience
of enlightenment is not permanent. It arises and
passes away, but it can be sustained by samādhi.
When we attain any stage of enlightenment the
consciousness of enlightenment is only a moment
long. It arises and then passes away. But there re-
mains the result of that enlightenment and that is
called the fruition knowledge, attainable by means
of samādhi. When your samādhi is good enough you
can enter the fruition state (phalasamāpatti) repeat-
edly and also for very long periods. So you need
a good samādhi even though you have attained en-
lightenment.

Impermanence

question: The concept of impermanence is stressed in
Buddhism. Is there also a concept of permanence?
If so, what is there that is permanent? Since cause
and effect are basic to the Buddhist teachings, what
is the cause of permanence and what is its effect?

sayadaw: All these questions can be answered in a single
sentence: there is no concept of permanence in the
Buddhist doctrine. Everything is impermanent.

Theoretical Knowledge

question: I am aware that theoretical knowledge gained
from books can be a hindrance to meditational
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progress. What part, if any, should reading play in
the continuation of practise at home?

sayadaw: Yes, theoretical knowledge gained from books
is sometimes a hindrance to progress in your med-
itation. This is because we cannot help compar-
ing our own experiences with the knowledge gained
from books. It leads us to think about analysis and
criticism, and we then lose mindfulness of the ex-
perience. If you know that this thinking, analysing,
criticizing, logical reasoning and philosophizing are
hindrances to your concentration as well as your
gaining of insight knowledge, then you must ob-
serve them, note them, watch them—and, having
done so, the hindrances will go away. Because you
understand the nature of these hindrances, you
make up your mind not to think about any expe-
rience or technique. With that determination, you
practise vipassanā meditation; though these things
come up in your mind you can easily overcome
them simply by noting them. The danger lies in
not understanding that these are hindrances to your
progress. If you do not realize that you must watch
it when it comes up in your mind, then it becomes
a hindrance. If you understand that it is a hin-
drance and refuse to accept it, whenever it arises
you will observe it and then it will disappear. So
there is no problem in continuing your vipassanā
meditation at home. You must continue to prac-
tise at home as much as possible. The authentic
knowledge you gained from books is inspiring but
you should not apply it to the practise during your
meditation. When you are not engaged in medita-
tive practise you should consult yourmeditative ex-
perience with your book knowledge.
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Aggregates

question: Of the five aggregates, what are the specific
characteristics of perception, saññā, and of mental
formation, saṅkhāra? Volition seems to operate sep-
arately from thought. Thought can lead volition,
and volition can lead the thought. Do volition and
thought belong to the same group? Or, put a differ-
ent way, how do saññā and saṅkhāra interrelate, or
how are they distinguished?

sayadaw: There are five aggregates in every living be-
ing. The first is the aggregate of physical process,
rūpa. The second is the aggregate of feeling or sen-
sation, vedāna. The third is the aggregate of percep-
tion, saññā. The fourth is the aggregate of mental
formations, saṅkhāra. The fifth is the aggregate of
consciousness, viññān. a. Of thesefive aggregates, the
specific characteristic of perception is recognizing
the object; that of mental formation is of a different
nature. Because the aggregate of mental formation
is comprised of fifty mental states, each of these has
its own specific characteristics. It would be very dif-
ficult to explain all these to you in just an hour.
As to your point that volition seems to operate sep-
arately from thought, in fact volition is not separate
from thought: it is included in thought. Thought
can lead to volition and volition can lead to thought.
“Do both volition and thought belong to a single
group?” Yes, they belong to the aggregate ofmental
formation, saṅkhāra.
“How do saññā and saṅkhāra interrelate? How are
they distinguished?” When you recognize some-
thing, say a beautiful flower there arises an attach-
ment to get the flower, that attachment is saṅkhāra.
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Recognizing the flower is saññā. In this way saññā
and saṅkhāra are interrelated.

True Path

question: There have been a number of claims for om-
niscience. Some individual pronouncements about
the nature of reality have subsequently been shown
to be false. For example, Christian and Buddhist cos-
mology or Christian theory of creation. Why should
I or anybody else follow a path that generates much
pain though it promises a peaceful conclusion? It
seems that different practises lead to different expe-
riences of reality. How can one distinguish the real
from the false?

sayadaw: It is natural that pronouncements on the na-
ture of realitywill subsequently be shown to be false
or seriously flawed if the path is not the right one.
As to Buddhist and Christian cosmology and the
Christian theory of creation, Buddhism does not in-
clude ideas on creation; only the Christians have a
theory of creation. Nor did the Buddha give any dis-
course on cosmology. What he stressedwas the Four
Noble Truths, that was all.
“Why should I follow a path that generates much
pain though it promises a peaceful conclusion?” I
hardly need to answer it, because, although the
path gives much pain in the beginning, there will
be peace at the conclusion. Let us suppose that you
are surrounded here by a bush fire. You know that
if you stay here the fire will overwhelm you and you
will die. What must you do? You must run through
the fire. While you are in the fire you may get burnt
but you will not die. You have to suffer this little
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burning by running through the fire so that youwill
not be overwhelmed by the big fire and die. Having
come out of the fire, you will be safe and sound.
Another example: you have studied from primary
school until university. During that time you went
through a lot of suffering, learning, memorizing,
calculating and so on. Why did you do that? You
wanted to get a degree and after that you wanted to
get a well paid job. Anticipating those benefits you
suffered fourteen years at school. You suffered very
happily because you were anticipating a good job. It
is very clear.
Now the matter of different practises leading to dif-
ferent experiences of reality, each claiming to be
valid. If there is such a thing as the absolute truth,
how can we distinguish the real from the false? If
you have followed any system or doctrine fully, not
just a quarter or a half, but practised it in full, and if
you find peace and happiness at the end of the prac-
tise, then that is reality. But if you practise only half
of a doctrine or system, you cannot judge whether
it is the right practise. You will not enjoy any bene-
fit that expresses reality. You have to undertake the
full practise, the whole course. Then you will ben-
efit from it. Then, by considering the benefit, you
can judge whether it is real or false. If the benefit is
happiness and peace, it is real. If the benefit is suf-
fering, it is false. But before you finish the practise
you cannot judge. Youmust bring the practise to an
end.
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