Reflection of Elements (Dhatu Manasikara) -II

(Translation of a lecture delivered in Sinhala by Mr. Gamini Priyantha, continued from part I)
Earlier we learnt how the mind observed that the body is made of material. These observations are coarse and need to be followed up with more subtle refinement. For this purpose, bring the mind back to the breath. Earlier, we entered spheres of relaxation, light and Samadhi (Concentration/ One Pointedness). Now we focus on the nature of the air we breath. We now know that any material phenomena of this world, shows the four fundamental characteristics (Maha Bhuta) of Patavi (Hardness, Solidity), Apo (Liquidity, Binding or flowing nature), Thejo (Heat) and Vayo (Movement, Air). So direct the mind to look for these characteristics in the stream of air entering the nostrils.  

What is it that is moving as the “wind”? It is some form of material. How do we know this? The process of breathing is felt because there is some contact (sense of touch) at the tip of the nose or upper lip. Else it would not be felt at all. Now observe this contact point. How does it occur? When the air is drawn in to the lungs through the nostrils, the characteristics of hardness  (Patavi) in the particles of air, strike the tip of the nose/ upper lip and each such strike (contact) is felt around this area. This is a very subtle feeling. Try to experience this subtle sensation. How hard is the strike of each moving particle of air? It is not as coarse as when wood strikes the body. Yet there is contact and this contact resulting when air passes through the nostrils is very very fine and subtle.

To get a true picture of the true nature of any phenomena it is necessary to penetrate its inner core. Vipassana, which demands mindful awareness allows such observation. What is the true nature of this stream of air entering the nostrils? Vipassana identifies this as predominantly having the characteristic of subtle hardness or Patavi of the wind felt every moment, while it passes through the nostril.

Now lets look in to the three other characteristics. Observe the breath again focusing the mind on the temperature of every strike of the in-breath and the out-breath. It is observed that while the in-breath is cool, the out-breath is slightly warmer. This is the manifestation of the Thejo Dhatu.

Observe the in-breath again. Observe how each subtle strike of a particle of air is quickly and immediately followed by the next and so on, showing how each particle of air is bound to the next and this in itself sets up a flowing stream of air. The binding nature that is felt is the manifestation of the Apo Dhatu, while the movement of the air is characteristic of the Vayo Dhatu.

There is awareness now, that air too is a material. This material strikes against the material of the nose. Is not this what happens in this process? It is the hardness of the minute particles of the cells of nostrils that strike against the hardness of the particles of air and in the moment of such contact consciousness arises between the two striking materials and this contact is felt through the mind. Continue the close observation of the nature of the in-breath and out-breath. Gradually the mind begins to realize that the material of the nose / upper lip too consists of minute particles which show the characteristics of the Maha Bhuta amongst which Patavi is predominant. If the mind is now directed to any other object, such as other people or furniture in the room, the earth, the sun, water etc. It feels the hardness or Patavi nature of all these materials. If this exercise is done with a high degree of mindfulness (Sathi) and concentration (Samadhi), the probability of seeing the dissolution of the body, is equally high. This dissolution  may be coarse as when seeing, detached, floating limbs, head etc or as subtle as seeing the body material as fine particles (Kalapa), depending on the state of the mind that is observing. 

Repeatedly direct the mind to this material of the body in whichever way you can. After a while, an insight begins to manifest through this body. What is this? This body which was considered as “mine” so far, begins to manifest as though it is outside or apart from the mind that is observing it. The skull and bones are manifesting the characteristic of Patavi (hardness) and no longer appear as an individual. Similarly, the muscles and nerves entwining this hardness is also no individual. They are merely material that takes varying shapes and functions. The blood flowing through these is also no individual. The brain within the skull is no individual or person. The eye sockets contain no individual or soul. The teeth are no individuals. The heart is of great service in maintaining the body, yet it is no soul, individual or ‘me’. It is just a phenomena, a result of cause and effect. So are the kidneys, intestines etc. These are all physical phenomena that work like machines. Everywhere within the body, cells are dividing and growing.

 In this way, the mind gradually comes to realize that this body is only a ‘heap’ or ‘whole’ of material and not “me”.

More about Elements

In making a cake, certain ingredients are needed in certain fixed proportions. If these proportions are altered, the resulting quality of the cake too is altered. Why is egg added to the cake? It helps in the beating of the mixture, which in turn helps in its rising. The rising of the mixture is due to the Vayo Dhatu, while the egg has the quality of the binding (Abandhanaya) the particles of the other substances together. This is like applying a cement mixture between two bricks, to bind them together. This characteristic of binding or cohesion, also referred to as ‘Apo’ is also shown by all material (Rupa ) to a greater or lesser degree. The particles of the cake mixture too are bound together by addition of eggs. Without the eggs the mixture might be burnt. But with the addition of beaten egg and subsequent heating, the mixture rises to form a cake. 

Then what is heat? It is the third characteristic of material. ie. Thejo or heat element. When the correct components of the material of the cake mixture are heated to the required temperature, the cake is baked. If heated too much these components produce a substance, which is not cake. Similarly it is the manner in which these four primary elements ( Maha Bhuta) interact, that creates the diverse material objects of the world.

How are things congealed?  Consider the making of Jaggery. The sap from a Kitul Palm is heated till it boils. This heated sap then thickens setting free bubbles of gas. Thus is formed treacle.  Further heating of the Treacle makes it very thick. This thick mixture is then allowed to cool, whence it solidifies to form Jaggery. This is an effect caused by heat. It is able to solidify liquid material just as much as it could liquify solid (Consider Ice) Still it must be realized that heat alone cannot do this. It needs the binding quality of Apo to solidify liquid particles.

Have you ever wondered why a tooth is so hard? And what about bones?  What is the furnace within this body that does this?  Now everyone knows that a child develops in the womb. It begins as a spec of the jelly like substance of a fertilized ovum and develops in to a child within a period of nine months. For these particles (Rupa Kalapa) to develop within the womb. They need heat. This alone is not enough. They also need to move around. This is helped by air pressure (Vayo). How is it that some medical practitioners are able to diagnose pregnancy by feeling the pulse? The pressure needed by the womb, travels throughout the mother’s body and it is air ( Vayo Dhatu) that supplies the needed push for this movement. So it is seen that both the Heat Element and the Wind Element are needed for a child’s growth.

When the mind thus becomes aware of the four primary characteristics of materials, more questions arise in our mind. ie. How do objects get their colour? Why are some Sapphires blue? Again what is the difference between a piece of cake and a piece of wood?  Both are formed of material but while the piece of cake is tasty to eat, the wood cannot be eaten at all. How is it that common components ( Dhatu) can make such a difference in their end results?  What happens if some salt is added to the cake? The tongue is able to instantaneously detect the difference. Thus it is seen that materials though made of the four common components differ widely from each other.

The Buddha showed that there are four Dhatu that arise from the reaction of the four fundamental Dhatu, when they combine in any given way. These are the factors of  Colour, Taste, Odor and Oja (essence). Together with the Maha Bhuta these eight are called “Suddhatthaka” (Pure eightfold units) and are found in all material. Thus when light is present, any material shows a colour. Similarly it shows an odor, taste and oja, though one may not be sensitive to all of these factors, all the time.

