Reflection of Elements (Dhatu Manasikara)

(A lecture delivered in Sinhala by Mr. Gamini Priyantha, translated for ‘Beyond the Net’ by Mrs. Indrani Eriyagama.)

Preamble

What is it that we refer to as “me”? Isn’t it this bodily material (Rupa) and Non-material (Arupa) force of consciousness (Vingnana) that arises from it? This body is not ‘me’. It is an accumulated “whole” of material or corporeality (Rupa) brought about by karmic forces. It is worth only as far as it has consciousness (Vingnana). Bodily processes form the background in which the process of consciousness  (Vingnana) Work.  As long as there is consciousness (Vingnana) the body can feel. Once consciousness departs, death occurs and the material of the body (Rupa) decays and become one with the earth. Thus this material body (Rupa) has no owner, even now. It had non yesterday and will not have any tomorrow. No individual inhabited this material body (Rupa) at any time. Consciousness (Vingnana) just arose in it, from moment to moment. As such this life is a cause and effect process that results in the instantaneous formation of material (Rupa) and non-material (Arupa) processes, from moment to moment.

Discomfort and pain in the body is felt only when it is considered as ‘me’ and ‘mine’. When considered as material phenomena, no such discomfort or pain is felt. However much pain this body bears, there is no individual in it that feels the pain. Its nature is that of a material process working on the principle of Cause and Effect. Thus bodily processes are an illusion, so is the process of consciousness. All material and non-material phenomena  (Dhamma) show this illusory nature. That which ‘is not’, is seen as ‘is’.

It is necessary now, that we clearly show our minds, that our body is a heap of material (Rupa) and not an ‘individual’ or ‘soul’. At this time when the body is the subject of the minds observation and study, do not try to own this subject. Meditation is making the body our subject of contemplation; its syllabus is the bodily material.  Therefore what the mind now observes and feels is the very nature of the bones, blood vessels etc, which is being studied. When contemplated from this point of view, the body is seen as just another object in the universe and not as an individual. It is seen as yet another natural phenomena as against an “ individual soul”.

We are now turning to Vipassana (Insight) meditation. When the mind focuses on the hardness, heaviness etc of the material of the body, it realizes that this body through which we live in this world shows the characteristics of the primary or ultimate constituents of matter. These are called Dhatu and comprise of a) Patavi (Earth Element) b) Apo (water Element) c) Thejo (Heat Element) and d) Vayo (Wind Element) Dhatu. Consciousness (Vingnana) recognizes these as a) Hardness, denseness or solidity b) Liquidity or a flowing binding nature c) Air flow or Movement and d) Temperature or a quality of heat. Respectively the mind observes these four fundamental characteristics of any material (Rupa) in the body, and then ingrains in itself that the body is a heap of material ( Rupa).

In the actual practice of Vipassana it is not thinking that occurs at this point. Thinking does not lead itself to awareness or experiencing the nature of phenomena. Learning through thinking that the body is made of material, does not help the mind to reach awareness of material (Rupa), since such learning only understands facts that have been studied using the brain while “I’ still reside within the body.  In meditation attention is drawn to an awareness of the true nature of an incident whilst it is occurring.  Thus to help the mind perceive that this body is a heap of material (Rupa) it must become aware of this material just as it is. When death occurs is it  “me” that is put in to a coffin or the material of the body? Is it “me” that is embalmed? No. It is the material ( Rupa) . Even when there is life, this body is only material (Rupa) and nothing else.

Experience and Reflection 

Now how do we clarify to the mind, that this body is a heap of material? For this purpose direct the mind calmed by Samatha (Tranquility) meditation to the material of this body. Do you feel the weight of the body now? Bring to mind how the material of the body (caught up in the gravitational forces of the Earth) is drawn downwards. Bring to mind the hardness of the contact of the body with the Earth, the weight of the limbs. These limbs and body will then begin to focus on the mind, as heavy as though they are made of wood or iron. Continue to mindfully observe the hardness, heaviness and the point of contact of the material of the body. Direct the mind to perceive how the muscles are entwined by blood vessels and nerves. Gradually, realization dawns that this body is a “whole” made of material and not ‘me’ or an  ‘individual’ and you will begin to feel light and relaxed.

To observe more fully the material nature of this body, let the tranquilized mind sink deeper into the flesh, blood, nerves and bones. Now, the painful wound-like characteristics of this material body begin to show up in various places. The mind begins to perceive the true nature of the material of this body, born of regenerative karma ( Janaka Karma) It sees the intertwined  process of flesh, blood, nerves at work and  that there is only  this process of interacting material ( Rupa) in the body with no individual being or Soul.

 Now observe how the limbs work. Focus your mind into your right hand and slowly raise it. While doing this concentrate on the nature of the bones, muscles and heaviness of the hand. Now bring the hand down very slowly, keeping the mind keenly focused on the nature of the sensations of pain etc that might be felt.

Now stand up slowly, focusing the mind on the internal movements involved in this process. Observe how the tips of the toes strike the floor, how the flesh makes contact with the hardness of the floor, how when these two materials press together it is felt internally and how a perception of all these sensations arise in the mind. The mind is witnessing the nature of these processes here and now. Continue to observe the contact between the body and the floor. The hardness of the bones within the body begins to manifest itself from the ankles to the knee, the knees to the hip, then along the spine up to the shell as though stiff rods are being placed within the entire body. This hardness that is felt is the manifestation of the Patavi Dhatu of the material of the body.

The muscles too show this hardness but it is different from that of the born because the muscle can be compressed. This is a manifestation of the Vayo Dhatu of the body material. The Buddha said that there is an element of air that traverses the whole body. There is air that is breathed in and out. There is air that arises during digestion and passes out of the body. Thus the element of air is involved in several processes within the material of the body.

Again the mind perceives that there are liquids like blood, urine, sweat and tears formed and interacting in the bodily processes. This is a manifestation of the Apo Dhatu of the body material.

 Now bring the mind back to the contact between the feet and the floor. Observe the sensation of the heat that is felt. If there is a fan working close by, feel the sensation of the cold temperature on the skin. The mind may also become aware of areas, which are hot or cold deep within the body. This is a manifestation of the Thejo Dhatu of the body material. Thus realization dawns that what we cling to as ‘me’ and ‘mine’ is the body material of the body (Rupa).

