Reflections on the Satipatthana Sutta

Offered by Art Schaeffer

 Reflection #1: The Second Establishment of Mindfulness

The Four Establishments of Mindfulness are familiar, at least in part, to many practitioners of meditation.  We know the First Establishment, articulated through the refrain “one watches the breath in the breath” or ”the body in the body”.  Many of us dedicate hours to sitting and observing these sensations as they arise and pass away.  Likewise, we utilize the Third Establishment, watching our thoughts and emotions come to the surface, impact our life, and pass away.  Despite our diligent efforts along these lines, we somehow end up repeating our mistakes, often causing suffering to ourselves and others. Why is that so?  Is there something within this Sutta that will help us surmount our difficulties?  Can we really move closer to the release from suffering promised by the Buddha?

The answer to these questions may be found through a coupling of both an intellectual and an experiential exploration of the Second Establishment of Mindfulness.  This facet of the practice of mindfulness is known in Pali as Vadana which translates, albeit poorly, into the English phrase, “Feeling Tones”.  It’s probably best to be clear upfront, that Feeling Tones are NOT “feelings” as we normally use that term.  This mental appreciation of experience is not an emotion or thought, but rather an appreciation that the mind finds some sensory or mental input to be pleasant, unpleasant or neither pleasant nor unpleasant. This awareness arises before cognition sets in, before we apply language and symbols of identification, indeed, before we even know “we” are engaged in the experience.  Vadana forms in the mind before thought or emotions arise.  

To better understand this process, let’s digress for a moment and look at the process of “birth and death” which the Buddha refers to in his teaching on Dependent Arising.  This process begins when one of our sense organs encounters an object, for example, when the eye sees a sunrise or when the mind secretes a thought.  This micro-moment is called, in Buddhist psychology, a moment of Contact. The image or thought is taken in by the brain, and the first thing it does is to line it up with past life experiences and cultural and /or genetic predispositions. The mind registers the experience as something pleasant, unpleasant, or that it has no opinion about.  The mind then seeks to identify the experience and to apply language to what it has encountered, a process knows as Perception.  The mind will dredge up its past experiences and will declare...“That is a sunset”.  This identification process  constitutes the “Birth” the Buddha frequently refers to in his discourses.  It is the birth of an idea, but, of equal or greater importance, it is also the birthing of the sense of Self.  The mind uses its stored memory and experience to identify what it’s encountered and to relate it to the Self.  It will create stories about what it has seen, form opinions, and shape plans and ideas around it.  The experience shifts from the input of light and color to the “I”, and how the “I” relates to that encounter.  The mind decides that “I”  am having the experience of seeing a sunset, and, often, it goes on to try to cling to or reject the experience, as the case may be.  If it decides it likes this sunset, it starts to long for it to continue or it may direct the body to run for a camera in the vain attempt to “capture” that experience and make it permanent.  Note that this is a thinking process as opposed to the purely unattached and impersonal experience of Vadana.  While we may intellectually know that nothing is permanent, our longing gets in the way of a full appreciation of that reality and we are disappointed when the sunset fades into oblivion.  With the loss of the experience, we also lose the sense of relative Self.  This is the “death” the Buddha talked about. The root of suffering lies in this birthing and dying because we want things to be otherwise than they are, we want things we like, to last.  We suffer because the pleasant experience has gone away and, with it, our hope that somehow if the experience were permanent, the “I” must be permanent, too.  Our lives are a series of these births and deaths, of grasping or rejecting what comes up through sense contact. This is, in brief, where Vadana resides - in the arising and passing away of our experiences. From understanding and recognizing this process, we can utilize this knowledge to gain freedom.

The Buddha tells us that if we train our minds to see the micro-moment of Vadana, we will have an early opportunity to get off that wheel of birth and death.... before we get caught up in the ride.  This is no easy assignment.  Vadana is far more fleeting, and thus more difficult to note, than body sensations or a mental state. The Buddha nonetheless implores us to spend the time necessary to develop this aspect of mindfulness.  It is the first, and easiest, exit point from the Wheel.  It is the point where we can disengage from the arising of the Self and all that this leads to. It’s our ticket out of the seemingly never-ending process of wanting and suffering. Think about it.  If you become aware of the mind’s predisposition to like or dislike, before that liking or aversion can take hold and becomes part of your thoughts, you can avoid getting caught in mental proliferation. 

Let’s say I encounter a sunset.  In a flash, I feel a positive response. This thing I will soon decide is a sunset, makes me feel good (pleasant tone) as I take in all the color and light.  If I know that my mind is disposed to liking what I see, then I can short circuit what normally follows. I can anticipate my propensity to hang onto the experience, or feel disappointment when it fades away.  By applying myself to this practice, I can disengage from the Wheel of Dependent Arising before it becomes personal, before there is a sense of Self who analyzes and decides what part of that experience it wants and doesn’t want.  If we can stop the process at its inception, then all we are left with is the raw experience of what is, no more and no less.  The mind will take it in without the add-ons we normally apply to each arising in our life.  This can become a moment of liberation, a moment of freedom from the arising of a sense of a relative and permanent Self.   Freedom from self equates to a freedom from desire or aversion and all that grows out of those mental hinderances. The Contact becomes what it is, a moment in time and space, freed from mental manipulation and distortion. It simply is what it is, and  the actual experience becomes heightened.  The mind sees the colors with crystal clarity, free of distortion and uncluttered by the distractions inherent in adding a “me” into the moment. It is life, pure and simple.

 Reflection #2 :  Are we laying a “Foundation” for, or “Establishing”, Mindfulness ?

There are many articles and books that look at the teachings of Satipatthana.  Some suggest it’s a guide to laying down a “foundation” for mindfulness while others speak of “establishing” the four kinds of mindfulness. Is there really a distinction between these two and if so, what does it mean for our practice?

The Buddha was a process thinker and a teacher.  Western thought in contrast, has been geared to see the world in linear terms.  We describe what we encounter through the use of nouns and seek to set and achieve goals based on this assessment.  Our way of being and our modern religions, are all based on this Greco-Roman philosophy.  The Buddha’s teachings take a far different approach.  All of his discourses speak of a world in flux. He taught that there was no individual, enduring “self” as we normally envision that term.  What we call the “self”, he says, is a mere coming together of forces, factors and substance at any given point in time. This fluid, non-enduring self reconstitutes over and over.  The child you once were has since been replaced by the current incarnation of “you”.  The “you” who is reading this will in turn, morph into the next variation.  When the Buddha looked at Mindfulness, he also recognized it as something in play, and as such, something that can be cultivated and nurtured.  We are invited to develop our practice and skill in mindfulness but nowhere in his teachings does he suggests there is an endpoint to the process.  Even as an Enlightened Being, the Buddha kept up his practice, sitting and walking with his Sangha, all his life.  This Sutta calls on us to recognize this fluidity and to use this awareness to define and shape our practice, as well as our life.  We are urged to watch this unfolding with great care, noting how the world ebbs and flows.  We are best served by avoiding goal setting and accepting and relishing the ever-changing nature of life. 

If we see Satipatthana as a formula to create a solid foundation for practice, we should recognize that inherent in that view is the classic Western linear way of understanding the world.  A foundation denotes something solid and fixed.  To create a foundation, there needs to be a creator and a foundation.  We know that the Buddha taught over and over, that there is nothing fixed or solid in this world, no self and no other!  The teachings as a whole, and of this Sutta in particular, provide a means to see the ever-changing nature of reality.  It is only when we give up our urge to find a resting point, to create a foundation, that we will find true freedom.
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