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TheArt of Attention (I1)

By Ven. Pannyavaro

Chinese Trandation by BuddhaNet Translation Team

The Four Spheres of Attention

The four spheres of attention are structures or frames of reference used to support the
practice. They are based on the Satipattana Sutta and can be used as guidelines or
frames of reference to help you direct the attention as you investigate the various
experiences in your body and mind.

1. Attention to the Body

Directed to apprehending the primary elements of the body (earth, air, fire and water)
i.e., hardness, softness, temperature, fluidity and movement within the body and/or
awareness of the various body postures, movements and actions in daily activities.

2. Attention to Feelings or Sensations

Noting the qualities of feelings as either pleasant, unpleasant or neutral while being
careful to differentiate the primary feeling from the emotional story.

3. Attention to the Consciousness and Mind-States

The consciousnessis the “knowing” of anything, e.g. a physical sensation and the
knowing of it. Particular attention is paid to the mind-states, e.g. happiness, sadness,
agitation and seeing their arising and passing away.

4. Attention to the Mental Content

Thisis not analyzing mental things or classifying them, but using the attention to
passively register the things of the mind--thoughts, ideas and concepts--as a witness
without commentary.

The Two Modes of Meditation

There are two modes of meditation: Calm (Samatha) and Insight (Vipassana).
Calming or serenity meditations use techniques of “fixing” on a single object,
excluding all other objects, to produce calm and one-pointedness. Examples are
techniques using visualization, following the respiration, mantras and contempl ation.
The second meditation mode is made up of practices that develop awareness. That is,
paying close attention to the predominant object in your physical and mental
experience with moment-moment awareness. This meditative attention will lead to
insight knowledge.

The ability to successfully manage yourself in meditation dependes on whether you
can make appropriate adjustments or “fine tuning” during a practice session. This
ability is based on under-standing these two modes of meditation: for example, if you
become strained or tense during insight meditation, switching to the serenity
meditation mode will calm and relax the mind; or if you became stuck in a becalmed
mind-state in serenity meditation, you can invigorate the mind with an awareness



exerciseto give it an investigative edge.

Three-fold Strategy of Practice

It is necessary to appreciate the nature of “practice” as applied to meditation because
it could mistakenly be taken to imply the notion of control. Thisis far from the case,
as the meditation needs to have a flowing receptivity to the experience without in any
way controlling it. So “discipline” in the meditation context can be misunderstood as
imposing one’s will to control the practice. Actualy, it is no more than following the
directions and persistently applying the instructions with sensitivity. So correct
practice is repeated performance to devel op skills, without controlling or interfering
with the experience. It's devel opmental--the way to growth!

It isimportant at the beginning of the practice to notice now you are relating to your
experience or what your attitudeto it is. If it happensto be reactive or judgmental
then it is necessary to change the way you relate to things, situations or people, by
cultivating qualities of acceptance, empathy and of “letting go” Being more accepting
and allowing, without the struggle to gain something, creates a natural meditative
state that facilitates the practice.

To successfully self-manage your practiceit is necessary to take a holistic approach
and to work within a supportive structure. Such a systemisfound in the “Three-fold
Strategy of Practice” which isacomplete and integrated system supportive of the
psychologica well-being of the practitioner:

1. Restraint of behaviour in order to harmonize relationships;

2. Recollectedness, especially regarding devel oping the meditative art of “focusing”
3. Discernment, which is the wisdom that sees the true nature of mind and existence.
Restraint and Harmony

Traditionally the meditator must formally undertake, or accept, five rules of conduct
as aprerequisite for meditation. They are the foundations that good practiceis based
on, without them good concentration cannot be attained. These restraints need to be
considered and accepted, as they act as protectors for your well-being on the
meditation path: 1) to refrain from harming or taking life; 2) to refrain from taking
what is not given; 3) to refrain from the misuse of the senses; 4) to refrain from false
and harsh speech; and 5) to refrain from the taking of intoxicants which confuse the
mind. Thisisthe ethical underpinning of the threefold system. But they are not to be
considered as mere “no-nos’ as they are balanced by the cultivation of positive
behaviour: honesty, generosity, kindness, and so on.

Recollectedness

The quality of recollectedness or full awareness is acquired through the development
and managing of three meditation skills: Right Effort, Right Attention, and Right
Concentration. Effort isright in the sense of arousing, sustaining and balancing the



effort; meditative attention is right when there is close and impartial attention to the
various meditation objects as they arise; concentration is right when it centers upon
and intensifies the meditative focus. Too much effort makes the mind restless; not
enough makes the mind slack; too much concentration restricts the awareness, not
enough makes the mind lose its focus; but there can never to too much attentiveness,
asthe acuity of attention is the factor which will deepen the practice. The successful
managing of these meditation skillswill produce mindfulness or presence of mind, the
prerequisite for afinely tuned discernment.

Discernment and Insight

Discernment is the intelligence that uncovers the true nature of things by seeing
through the “content” mind to be the underlying processes. It is based upon a
non-reactive awareness, a perfectly attuned attitude and a penetrative attentiveness
that has the potential to see “what really is” The outcome of such practice is direct
experiential knowledge of the three universal characteristics of existence: change,
unsatisfactoriness and impersonal process which culminatesin a series of insights
freeing one’s view from the distortions caused by ignorance.

Three-fold Strategy and Mental Impurities

Mental impurities are said to be present in three stratified layers in the mind: 1)
dormant, 2) manifest, and 3) expressed. These impurities, or the three poisons of
greed, hatred and ignorance, can be dealt with in three ways; first their expression can
be restrained by harmonizing one’s behaviour; secondly, when they manifest in the
mind, for example as angry thoughts, then they can be skillfully suppressed through
concentration practices in serenity meditation; eventually when they are seen at their
primary source or dormant level, then they can be eradicated through insight
meditation.

Here's an example of how the three-fold strategy is used to deal with our most
troublesome negative emotion--anger. First, restrain your behaviour in a situation
where anger arises, thus not giving it a chance to be expressed; as soon as anger
surfaces in the mind as negative thoughts, then a serenity meditation technique will
calm the anger in the mind. But it is only through insight meditation where the
ego-illusion is seen asits primary source, as the notion of “me” and “mine” that the
anger at the dormant level can be seen with the possibility of eradicating it at its
source.

The Three Meditation Practices

1. Sitting Meditation--where the primary focus is on the elements of the body while
switching to the other spheres of attention as they arise.

2. Walking Meditation--where the stepping or foot movementsin walking are noted in
detail and the attention is focused on the movements as the primary object.



3. Daily Activities--the meditator continually labels body movements and actions.
Linking these three aspects of practice together will create an un-broken thread of
awareness through-out the day, either generally, or as the practice becomes fluent, a
precise and detailed noting of every action and movement can be sustained.
Instruction for Sitting Meditation

Thefirst step isto find a balanced sitting posture. You should be relaxed yet your
spine should be straight--you may have noticed how a 5-year-old sits up in a balanced
way without effort. Allow your head to balance freely on the spine, checking that it is
not pulled back or fixed. Allow your chin to drop so that your eyes and ears are at
about the same level.

If sitting on the floor, use cushion(s) so that your knees are below your hipsand in
contact with the floor (otherwise your spine will collapse) or else use achair with a
firm base (not a sofa). Slumping only increases the pressure on the legs and
discomfort in the back. Try radiating loving-kindness above and below and in all
directions around you to check that you are not holding or contracting in the front or
the back, etc. Check that your breathing is free and easy--any restriction indicates a
fixed posture. Turn your awareness to the parts of your body which con-tact the
cushion, ground or chair, softening onto the supporting surfaces.

It is useful to spend 5 minutes scanning the body in this way. Note that there is no
such thing as “ posture” and postural aches will come and go as a natural part of the
unfolding practice. If pain becomes overwhelming or is due to injury, mindfully adjust
the posture after no-ting the various sensations. However, as concentration develops,
sensations of hotness, stiffness and itchiness will arise as part of the contemplation of
feeling and sensation, and it is important to note them mindfully without fidgeting.

It isimportant to attend to your posture with wisdom, not insensitive will-power.
Posture will improve with time, but you need to work with the body, not use force
against it. If you have alot of pain during a period of sitting, change posture, sit on a
small stool or chair, or stand up for awhile.

Checking Your Posture

Are the hips leaning back? Thiswill cause a slump.

The small of the back should retain its natural, unforced curve so that the abdomen
isforward and “open?

Imagine that someone is gently pushing between the shoulder blades, but keep the
muscles relaxed.

Once you have settled into a comfortable, upright, balanced po-sition you can begin
meditating. On the basis of working from the gross to the subtle, i.e. from the body to
the mind, feel the touch sensations of hardness or softness from the body £ contact



with the ground or chair (earth element). Thiswill help anchor the attention to the
body, especially when assisted by the mental Iabel of “touching” Then tune into the
natural rising and falling movement of the lower abdomen, making a mental note or
label of “rising”, “rising” concurrent with the upward movement and “falling”,
“falling” with the downward movement.

Having established the movement of the abdomen as a base, be wary of clinging to it.
If any secondary objects arise, such as thinking, sensations or mind-states, they too
must be noted until they disappear. Then if nothing else takes your attention, return to
noting the rising and falling movement of abdomen as your primary object, but
always be prepared to attend to the secondary objects when they arise.

It isimportant to be alert to the specific characteristics of the various elements under
observation, e.g. the series of sensations from the movement of the abdomen (wind
element) or the specific characteristics found in pain such as heat, throbbing, etc (fire
element). The traditional sitting posture gives the right environmental conditions and
allows you to focus intensely and apprehend, at a microscopic level, the body’s
elements and the subtle mind events. (To be continued)



