INSTRUCTIONS FOR

sitting meditation, walking meditation

and establishing mindfulness in daily affairs


A yogi can practice both insight meditation and concentration meditation (vipassanã and samatha bhavanã) well within ãnãpãnasati bhavanã (mindfulness of the in-breath and the out-breath).     

In the Satipatthãna sutta, Ãnãpãnasati sutta and the Girimãnanda sutta, the Buddha discussed the suitable environment and the appropriate posture for practicing ãnãpãnasati bhavanã.

Ãnãpãnasati bhavanã must be practiced in a relaxed environment. There must be a little breeze and a medium amount of light. Importantly, the yogi must be in solitude.

The yogi must consider a comfortable and conducive posture for sitting meditation. The yogi must sit firmly on the ground in the full lotus posture.  Alternatively, the yogi can sit in a half-lotus or quarter-lotus posture. These postures are depicted in Buddha statutes.  Alternatively, those with disabilities or health conditions (and therefore find it difficult to sit on the ground) can use a meditation bench or a straight back chair. Importantly, the yogi must sit in a symmetrical and relaxed manner, keeping the upper-part of the body erect.  An erect posture facilitates the movement of air through the body and energizes the meditation practice.

Close your eyes and sit in a comfortable, relaxed, symmetrical and erect manner and become mindful of the sitting posture. Scan through the sitting posture and come to the alignment, "now I am here". "Now" is the time dimension, "here" is the space dimension and "I am" is simply being in the sitting posture. You should not think about the past or the future (or about the person sitting in front of you). This is why it is important that you are in a solitary place with a least amount of distractions.

If you customarily sit at a particular place, you will become accustomed to it and it will be conducive for your practice. Of course, early sittings will be a trial and error process. Through experience, you will identify the most conducive posture for you. Once you know your alignment and the posture that works best, you can commence ãnãpãnasati bhavanã.

You must remain in the present moment to avoid chain thoughts, irritating sounds or bodily pains. Bring your attention to the present - to the "here and now". Sitting in this manner in itself is a meditative experience. It is a passive experience whereby you simply experience sitting.

As you focus on the primary object, your attention will be converged to one part of the body - your nostrils, the top of the lip, the throat or the diaphragm. Do not do forced breathing to locate the in-breath and the out-breath.  Let the breath become prominent at its own pace.

Gradually, the in-breath and the out-breath will become dynamic and prominent. It is important that the breathing is natural and not forced. Just be aware of the in-breath and the out-breath occurring. As time goes by, the whole breathing process could be noticed at a particular and prominent point. You will observe a prominent point of touch for both the in-breath and the out-breath. At this stage, your attention should be refined to this point.

According to the Satipatthãna sutta, you should focus on the object in front of you (parimukkan satin uppattapethvã). Classically, the attention of the in-breath and the out-breath is referred to as being at the tip of the nose or at the top of the lip (as an object in front of you).  But, some may find that the most prominent point of touch is/in the middle of the brain, the throat, the chest or in the naval. Wherever it is, your attention should be confined to one place and you should not allow the, mind to move from one place to another.  As you progress with the meditation, your focus should become more refined. With a more refined focus, calmness will set in.

You must observe the in-breath as a separate unit to the out-breath. Observe the in-breath and its touch. Be fully aware of the out-breath as it occurs. You will gradually move closer to the breath and experience the in-breath and the out-breath in contrasting and different ways. This is a closer observation. For example, you will observe that the air draft of the in-breath is cooler and that the out-breath is warmer. Or else, you will observe that the in-breath is longer than the out-breath or that the out-breath is longer than the in-breath.

Do not manipulate what is occurring. Just observe it as it occurs.

With continuous mindfulness, you will not be distracted by irritating sounds, bodily pains, day­dreaming or fantasizing. But often, you will note that there are external distractions. As far as distractions come and go without any interference, you will be able to continue with your observation of the in-breath and the out-breath. By making a mental note of the in-breath as "in" and the out-breath as "out", you can keep casual thinking, bodily sensations or sounds at bay. Noting is a meditation technique.

As you progress with continuous mindfulness, you will observe that the breathing becomes subtler, the observing mind is refined and that the body has calmed down. The breath will become even subtler. At this stage, you must observe the difference between continuing in-breaths and out-breaths. Earlier, you were required to observe the difference between the in-breath and the out-breath. At this stage, you must observe the in-breaths and the out-breaths in their totality, from the beginning, through to the middle and to the end. You are observing the difference between one in-breath to the next and one out-breath to the next.

There will be external distractions such as thoughts, sounds and bodily pains. Do not react to them. If you are a habitual thinker and day-dreaming occurs, you should note that you are "thinking" and bring your attention back to the breath. If thinking occurs, you should note it as "thinking-thinking-thinking". If day-dreaming occurs, you will note it as "day-dreaming, day­-dreaming, day-dreaming" or "fantasizing".

Whenever you note thinking as "thinking", you are able to detach yourself from digesting the contents of the thought, because you are simply being aware that "thinking" has occurred. As a result, you are not concerned about the content of the thought. Similarly, when sounds come and irritate you, you just note it as "hearing-hearing-hearing". When pain arises, you will just note it as "pain-pain-pain". When they recede, you can go back to the breath and note the in-breath as "in" and the out-breath as "out".

These are some basic instructions for a beginner yogi doing ãnãpãnasati bhavanã.

It is important to discuss your observations during meditation with an advanced yogi every two to three days and receive guidance on how to advance in your practice. The distractions encountered in the practice will be specific to your personality traits.  Accordingly, it is important to report them to an advanced yogi who can give the appropriate instructions. As you progress with your practice, you will need to know whether your natural inclination as a yogi is towards concentration or insight meditation. It is very difficult to predict this beforehand. Both the meditation and the reporting will gradually assimilate the path. Therefore, your observations must be as clear as possible and your reporting should be short and to the point. You must straighten the line between the noting mind and the object of meditation. That is the purpose of meditation. Generally, a beginner yogi must do at least an hour of sitting meditation.

After a meal or a sleep, it is recommended that you do walking meditation before sitting meditation.
Before doing walking meditation, you must stand at the end of the walking meditation path and contemplate the body. During walking meditation, you are required to establish mindfulness amidst activity as your eyes are open and you will hear the sounds of birds and the external environment.
The yogi must first walk up and down the path to activate the blood circulation (especially after a long session of sitting meditation). You must walk at a normal pace to ensure that the path is suitable and that there are no obstructions. As you walk, you become aware of the movement of the feet. Your arms must be tied in front of you or behind you. Your attention will be on the intentional action of the right foot, the left foot, the right foot, the left foot etc. When the right foot moves, you must observe the experience of the movement and the touch of the right foot on the surface. Generally, most people experience the sole touching the ground. They will observe it as a coarse or soft sensation. Then the focus shifts to the left foot, its movement and the sensation as it touches the ground. The attention could also be on the movement of the joints, the ankle and so forth.
Your eyes should be cast down and you must look about five feet ahead of you. Your eyes should not observe the surroundings, but focus on the walking path. Hearing will take place as you walk, but your attention should be with the right foot and the left foot as much as possible. When the right foot moves, you just focus on it. You must do the same with the left foot. To keep distractions at bay, you must note the movement as "left-right", "left-right. You must have continuous attention on the right foot and the left foot.
During walking meditation, energy is exerted to maintain the steps and to note the movement and the touch of the feet. Accordingly, the energy that is exerted is double-fold. Warming up in this manner is conducive for sitting meditation. This is why during intensive retreats you alternate between five to six hours of walking and sitting meditation. It is recommended that a yogi does walking meditation before a session of sitting meditation.
It is not possible to do such intensive meditation in your daily life. You must therefore have at least one session of walking and sitting meditation in the morning and in the evening. Do not do sitting meditation straight after doing your daily activities. Do some walking meditation first to avoid distractions such as thoughts occurring at the beginning of the sitting meditation. It is often considered that meditation is limited to sitting meditation.  Unless you do walking meditation first, your sitting meditation will not be as successful.

In day to day activities, it is very difficult to do a task simply for the purpose of establishing mindfulness. Generally, you do things for a purpose or due to responsibilities. But, in your daily routine, you must find some time to establish mindfulness to control the speed of your activities. You must try to bring your attention to the present moment as much as you can. As you do this, you will become accountable for your experiences and actions. You will not be simply acting as a puppet or a robot. Often you find that you do your daily activities mechanically. This often ends up in frustration. But, with mindfulness, your experiences will be more live and vivid.
From a practical point of view, it is difficult to be mindful when you are socializing, unless you are experienced in maintaining continuous mindfulness.
At the beginning when you do your personal activities such as washing, showering or going to the toilet, you must try to establish mindfulness. You must do things 'Silently, Mindfully and Slowly'. This is the "SMS" that you should apply when establishing mindfulness in daily affairs. This is how you extend the mindfulness established during sitting meditation to day to day activities.
Establishing mindfulness during sitting meditation is an intensive method. Doing walking meditation is a semi-intensive method and establishing mindfulness in day to day affairs is an extensive method. Even though it is difficult to establish mindfulness in day to day affairs at the beginning, if you are successful, you will become more organized as mindfulness sets in. You will have a much more appealing change in your experience.
Mindfulness during sitting meditation can be erased off after you get up. But, the mindfulness established in day to day activities is more durable. Accordingly, sitting meditation must complement your day to day activities and the day to day activities must complement the sitting meditation. This will indicate a continuous application of mindfulness.
Although instructions for sitting meditation (being the intensive method) are given first, you should not underestimate the benefits of walking meditation or establishing mindfulness in day to day activities. They are important as they can give you benefits in this very moment.
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