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ANAPANA SATI

Homage to the Bl essed One, Acconplished and Fully Enlightened

Anapana sati, the meditation on in-and-out breathing, is the first

subj ect of neditation expounded by the Buddha in the Maha Sati patthana
Sutta, the Geat Discourse on the Foundations of M ndful ness. The
Buddha | ai d special stress on this neditation, for it is the gateway
to enlightennment and N bbana adopted by all the Buddhas of the past as
the very basis for their attai nment of Buddhahood. When the Bl essed
One sat at the foot of the Bodhi Tree and resolved not to rise unti

he had reached enlightennent, he took up anapana sati as his subject
of meditation. On the basis of this, he attained the four jhanas,
recol l ected his previous lives, fathoned the nature of samsara,
aroused the succession of great insight know edges, and at dawn, while
100, 000 worl d systens trenbled, he attained the limtless wi sdomof a
Ful | y Enlight ened Buddha.

Let us then offer our veneration to the Bl essed One, who becane a
peerl ess worl d-transcendi ng Buddha t hrough this neditati on of anapana
sati. May we conprehend this subject of nmeditation fully, with wi sdom
respl endent like the sun and noon. Through its power nay we attain the



bl i ssful peace of N bbana.

The Basic Text
Let us first exam ne the neaning of the text expounded by the Buddha
on anapana sati. The text begins:

"Herein, nonks, a nonk who has gone to the forest,
or to the foot of a tree, or to an enpty pl ace,
sits down cross | egged, holding his back erect,
arousi ng m ndfulness in front of him™"

Thi s means that any person belonging to the four types of
i ndi vidual s nmentioned in this teaching--nanely, bhikkhu (nmonk),
bhi kkhuni (nun), upasaka (layman) or upasi ka (| aywoman) --desirous of
practising this neditation, should go either to a forest, to the foot
of a secluded tree, or to a solitary dwelling. There he should sit
down cross-1egged, and keeping his body in an erect position, fix his
m ndf ul ness at the tip of his nose, the locus for his object of
nmedi tation

If he breathes in a |long breath, he should conprehend this with
full awareness. |If he breathes out a | ong breath, he should conprehend
this with full awareness. If he breathes in a short breath, he should
conprehend this with full awareness. if he breathes out a short
breath, he should conmprehend this with full awareness.

"He breathes in experiencing the whol e body, he breathes out
experienci ng the whol e body": that is, with well-placed nindful ness,
he sees the beginning, the mddl e and the end of the two phases, the
in-breath and the out-breath. As he practises watching the in-breath
and the out breath with m ndful ness, he calnms down and tranquilizes
the two functions of in breathing and out - breathing.

The Buddha illustrates this with a sinile. Wen a clever turner or
hi s apprentice works an object on his lathe, he attends to his task
with fixed attention: in making a long turn or a short turn, he knows
that he is making a long turn or a short turn. In the same manner if
the practitioner of neditation breathes in a |ong breath he
conprehends it as such; and if he breathes out a long breath, he
conprehends it as such; if he breathes in a short breath, he
conprehends it as such; and if he breathes out a short breath, he
conprehends it as such. He exercises his awareness so as to see the
begi nning, the mddle and the end of these two functions of breathing
in and breathing out. He conprehends with wi sdomthe cal mi ng down of
these two aspects of in-breathing and out - breat hing.

In this way he conprehends the two functions of in-breathing and
out-breathing in hinself, and the two functions of in breathing and
out -breathing in other persons. He al so conprehends the two functions
of in-breathing and out-breathing in hinself and in others in rapid
alternation. He conprehends as well the cause for the arising of
i n-breathing and out-breathing, and the cause for the cessation of in
breat hi ng and out - breat hi ng, and the nonent-by-nonment ari sing and
cessation of in-breathing and out-breat hing.

He then realizes that this body which exercises the two functions
of in-breathing and out-breathing is only a body, not an ego or "I."
Thi s m ndf ul ness and wi sdom becone hel pful in devel opi ng greater and
nor e profound m ndful ness and wi sdom enabling himto discard the



erroneous conceptions of things in ternms of "I" and "nmine." He then
becomes skilled in living with wisdomin respect of this body and he
does not grasp anything in the world with craving, conceit or false
views. Living unattached, the neditator treads the path to N bbana by
contenpl ati ng the nature of the body.

This is an anplified paraphrase of the passage fromthe Maha
Sati patthana Sutta on anapana sati. This neditati on has been expl ai ned
in sixteen different ways in various suttas. O these sixteen, the
first tetrad has been expl ained here. But these four are the
foundation for all the sixteen ways in which anapana sati can be
practi sed.

The Prelimnaries of Practice

Now we shoul d investigate the prelimnary stages to practising this
nmeditation. In the first place the Buddha indicated a suitable

dwel ling for practising anapana sati. In the sutta he has nentioned
three places: the forest, the foot of a tree, or an isolated enpty

pl ace. This last can be a quiet restful hut, or a dwelling place free
fromthe presence of people. W may even consider a neditation hall an
enpty place. Although there may be a large collection of people in
such a hall, if every one remains calmand silent it can be considered
an enpty pl ace.

The Buddha recommended such pl aces because in order to practise
anapana sati, silence is an essential factor. A beginning neditator

will find it easier to develop mental concentration wth anapana sati
only if there is silence. Even if one cannot find conplete silence,
one shoul d choose a quiet place where one will enjoy privacy.

Next the Buddha expl ained the sitting posture. There are four
postures whi ch can be adopted for neditation: standing, sitting,
reclining and wal ki ng. O these the nost suitable posture to practise
anapana sati at the beginning is the seated posture.

The person wishing to practise anapana sati should sit down
cross-1 egged. For bhi kkhus and | aynen, the Buddha has reconmended t he
cross-legged Position. This is not an easy posture for everyone, but
it can be gradually mastered. The half cross-1|egged position has been
recommended for bhi kkhunis and | aywonen. This is the posture of
sitting with one leg bent. It would be greatly beneficial if the cross
| egged posture recomrended for bhi kkhus and | aymen coul d be adopted in
the "lotus" pattern, with the feet turned up and resting on the
opposite thighs. If that is inconvenient, one should sit with the two
feet tucked underneath the body.

In the practice of anapana sati, it is inperative to hold the body
upright. The torso should be kept erect, though not strained and
rigid. One can cultivate this meditation properly only if all the
bones of the spine are linked together in an erect position
Therefore, this advice of the Buddha to keep the upper part of the
body erect should be clearly conprehended and fol | owed.

The hands shoul d be placed gently on the |ap, the back of the
right hand over the palmof the left. The eyes can be closed softly,
or left half-closed, whichever is nore confortable. The head should be
held straight, tilted a slight angl e downwards, the nose perpendicul ar
to the navel



The next factor is the place for fixing the attention. To
cul tivate anapana sati one should be clearly nmindful of the place
where the inconing and outgoi ng breaths enter and | eave the nostrils.
This will be felt as a spot beneath the nostrils or on the upper lip,
wherever the inpact of the air comng in and out the nostrils can be
felt nmost distinctly. On that spot the attention should be fixed, Iike
a sentry watching a gate.

Then the Buddha has expl ai ned the manner in which anapana sati has
to be cultivated. One breathes in mndfully, breathes out nindfully.
Frombirth to death this function of in-breathing and out-breat hi ng
continues w thout a break, w thout a stop, but since we do not
consciously reflect on it, we do not even realize the presence of this
breath. If we do so, we can derive nuch benefit by way of cal mand
i nsight. Thus the Buddha has advised us to be aware of the function of
br eat hi ng.

The practitioner of neditation who consciously watches the breath
in this manner should never try to control his breathing or hold back
his breath with effort. For if he controls his breath or hol ds back
his breath with conscious effort, he will become fatigued and his
mental concentration will be disturbed and broken. The key to the
practice is to set up mndful ness naturally at the spot where the
i n-breaths and the out-breaths are felt entering and | eaving the
nostrils. Then the nmeditator has to maintain his awareness of the
touch sensation of the breath, keeping the awareness as steady and
consi stent as possible.

The Ei ght Steps

To help practitioners in developing this neditation, the comentators
and neditation nasters have indicated eight graduated steps in the
practice. These eight steps will first be enunerated, and then they
will be explained in relation to the actual neditative process.

The eight steps are naned: counting (ganana); follow ng (anubandhana);
contact (phusana); fixing (thapana); observing (sallakkhana); turning
away (vivattana), purification (parisuddhi); and retrospection

(pati passana). These ei ght cover the whole course of neditative

devel opnent up to the attai nment of arahatship.

(i) Counting

Counting is intended for those who have never before practi sed anapana
sati. It is not necessary for those who have practised neditation for
a considerable period of time. However, as it is expedient to have a
know edge of this, counting should be understood in the follow ng
manner .

When the neditator sits down for neditation, he fixes his
attention at the tip of his nose and consciously attends to the
sequence of in-and-out breathing. He notes the breath as it enters,
and notes the breath as it |eaves, touching against the tip of the
nose or the upper lip. At this time he begins to count these
novenent s.

There are a few nmethods of counting. The easiest is explained
thus: The first breath felt is counted as "

one, one"; the second as



"two, two"; the third as "three, three"; the fourth as "four, four";
the fifth as "five, five" and so on up to the tenth breath which is
counted as "ten, ten."
again up to "ten, ten.'
ten.

Then he returns to "one, one" and conti nues
This is repeated over and over fromone to

The nere counting is not itself meditation, but the counting has
become an essential aid to nmeditation. A person who has not practised
nmedi tation before, finding it difficult to understand the nature of
his mind, may think he is neditating while his mnd runs helter
skelter. Counting is an easy nmethod to control the wandering mi nd

If a person fixes his nmind well on his neditation, he can maintain
this counting correctly. If the mind flees in all directions, and he
m sses the count, he becones confused and thus can realize that his
m nd has wandered about. If the mind has |ost track of the count, the
medi t at or shoul d begin the counting over again. In this way he should
start the counting again fromthe begi nning, even if he has gone wong
a thousand ti nes.

As the practice devel ops, there may cone a tinme when the
i n-breathing and out breathing take a shorter course and it is not
possi ble to count the sane nunber many times. Then the neditator has
to count quickly "one", "two," "three," etc. Wien he counts in this
manner he can conprehend the difference between a long in-breath and
out-breath and a short in-breath and out-breath.

(ii) Foll ow ng

"Fol | owi ng" neans followi ng the breath with the m nd. Wen the m nd
has been subdued by counting and is fixed on the in-breathing and
out - breathing, the counting is stopped and replaced by nentally
keeping track of the course of the breath. This is explained by the
Buddha in this manner:

"When the nmeditator breathes in a long breath, he
comprehends that he is breathing in a |ong breath;
and when he is breathing out a |ong breath, he
conmprehends that he is breathing out a |ong
breath."

Herein, one does not deliberately take a long in-breath or a |ong
out -breath. One sinply conmprehends what actually takes place.

The Buddha has declared in the next passage that a neditator
trains hinself thinking: "I shall breathe in experiencing the whole
body, and | shall breath out experiencing the whole body." Here, what
is meant as "the whole body" is the entire cycle of breathing in and
breathing out. The neditator should fix his attention so as to see the
begi nning, the middle and the end of each cycle of in-breathing and
out-breathing. It is this practice that is called "experiencing the
whol e body. "

The begi nning, mddle and end of the breath nust be correctly
understood. It is incorrect to consider the tip of the nose to be the
begi nning of the breath, the chest to be the niddle, and the navel to
be the end. If one attenpts to trace the breath fromthe nose through
the chest to the belly, or to followit out fromthe belly through the
chest to the nose, one's concentration will be disrupted and one's
mnd will become agitated. The begi nning of the in-breath, properly
understood, is the start of the inhalation, the mddle is continued



i nhal ation, and the end is the conpletion of the inhalation. Likew se,
inregard to the out breath, the beginning is the start of the

exhal ation, the nmiddle is the continued exhalation, and the end is the
conpl etion of the exhalation. To "experience the whol e body" neans to
be aware of the entire cycle of each inhalation and exhal ation

keeping the mnd fixed at the spot around the nostrils or on the upper
lip where the breath is felt entering and | eaving the nose.

This work of contenplating the breath at the area around the
nostrils, without following it inside and outside the body, is
illustrated by the conmentaries with the siniles of the gatekeeper and
the saw.

Just as a gat ekeeper exam nes each person entering and | eaving the
city only as he passes through the gate, without follow ng himinside
or outside the city, so the neditator should be aware of each breath
only as it passes through the nostrils, without following it inside or
out si de t he body.

Just as a man sawing a log will keep his attention fixed on the
spot where the teeth of the saw cut through the wood, w thout
foll owi ng the novenment of the teeth back and forth, so the neditator
shoul d contenpl ate the breath as it swi ngs back and forth around the
nostrils, without letting his m ndful ness be distracted by the
breath's inward and outward passage through the body.

VWen a person neditates earnestly in this manner, seeing the
entire process, a joyous thrill pervades his mnd. And since the mnd
does not wander about, the whole body becones cal mand conposed, coo
and confortabl e.

(iii) Contact and (iv) Fixing

These two aspects of the practice indicate the devel opment of stronger
concentration. Wen the m ndful ness of breathing is maintained, the
breat hi ng beconmes nore and nore subtle and tranquil. As a result the
body becomes cal m and ceases to feel fatigued. Bodily pain and
nunbness di sappear, and the body begins to feel an exhilarating
confort, as if it were being fanned with a cool gentle breeze.

At that time, because of the tranquility of the mind, the
breat hi ng beconmes finer and finer until it seenms that it has ceased.
At times this condition lasts for many minutes. This is when breathing
ceases to be %Belt% At this tine sonme be conme al armed thinking the
breat hi ng has ceased, but it is not so. The breathing exists but in a
very delicate and subtle form No matter how subtle the breathing
becomes, one nust still keep m ndful of the contact (phusana) of the
breath in the area of the nostrils, without |losing track of it. The
m nd then becones free fromthe five hindrances--sensual desire,
anger, drowsiness, restlessness and doubt. As a result one becones
cal mand joyful.

It is at this stage that the "signs" or nental inmages appear
heral di ng the success of concentration. First cones the |earning sign
(uggaha-nimtta), then the counterpart sign (patibhaga-nimtta). To
some the sign appears like a wad of cotton, like an electric light, a
sliver chain, a mist or a wheel. It appeared to the Buddha like the
clear and bright m dday sun

The learning sign is unsteady, it noves here and there, up and
down. But the counterpart sign appearing at the end of the nostrils is



steady, fixed and notionless. At this time there are no hindrances,
the mind is nost active and extrenely tranquil. This stage is
expounded by the Buddha when he states that one breathes in
tranquilizing the activity of the body, one breathes out tranquilizing
the activity of the body.

The arising of the counterpart sign and the suppression of the
five hindrances marks the attai nment of access concentration
(upacar a-samadhi). As concentration is further devel oped, the
meditator attains full absorption (appana-samadhi) beginning with the
first jhana. Four stages of absorption can be attained by the practice
of anapana sati, nanely, the first, second, third and fourth jhanas.
These stages of deep concentration are called "fixing" (thapana).

(v) Qbserving -- (viii) Retrospection

A person who has reached jhana should not stop there but should go on
to devel op insight neditation (vipassana). The stages of insight are
cal l ed "observing" (sallakkhana). Wen insight reaches its climax, the
medi tator attains the supramundane paths, starting with the stage of
streamentry. Because these paths turn away the fetters that bind one
to the cycle of birth and death, they are called "turning away"
(vivattana).

The paths are followed by their respective fruitions; this stage
is called "purification" (parisuddhi) because one has been cl eansed of
defilements. Thereafter one realizes the final stage, review ng
know edge, called retrospection (patipassana) because one | ooks back
upon one's entire path of progress and one's attainnents. This is a
brief overview of the main stages along the path to N bbana, base on
the neditation of anapana sati. Now | et us exam ne the course of
practice in terms of the seven stages of purification

The Seven Stages of Purification

The person who has taken up the practice begins by establishing
hinself in a fitting noral code. If he is a layman, he first
establishes hinmself in the five precepts or the ten precepts. If he is
a bhi kkhu, he begins his neditation while scrupul ously naintaining the
noral code prescribed for him The unbroken observance of his
respective noral code constitutes purification of norality
(sila-visuddhi).

Next, he applies hinself to his topic of nmeditation, and as a
result, the hindrances becone subjugated and the mi nd becones fixed in
concentration. This is purification of mnd (citta-visuddhi)--the nind
i n which the hindrances have been fully suppressed--and this includes
bot h access concentration and the four jhanas.

Wien the neditator becomes well established in concentration, he
next turns his attention to insight neditation. To devel op insight on
t he basis of anapana sati, the neditator first considers that this
process of in-and-out breathing is only form a series of bodily
events--not a self or ego. The nental factors that contenpl ate the
breathing are in turn only mnd, a series of nental events--not a self
or ego. This discrimnation of mnd and matter (nama-rupa) is called
purification of view (ditthi-visuddhi).



One who has reached this stage conprehends the process of
i n-and-out breathing by way of the conditions for the arising and
cessation of the bodily and nental phenonena involved in the process
of breathing. This know edge, which becomes extended to all bodily and
nment al phenonena in terms of their dependent arising, is called the
conpr ehensi on of conditions. As his understanding matures, all doubts
concei ved by himin respect of past, future and present tines are
di spelled. Thus this stage is called "purification by the transcendi ng
of doubt."

After having, understood the causal relations of nmnd and matter
the neditator proceeds further with insight neditation, and in tine
there arises the wi sdom "seeing the rise and fall of things." \Wen he
breathes in and out, he sees the bodily and nmental states pass in and
out of existence nonent after nmonent. As this wi sdom becones cl earer
the m nd becones illum ned and happi ness and tranquility arise, along
with faith, vigour, mndful ness, wi sdom and equanimty.

VWen these factors appear, he reflects on them observing their
three characteristics of inpermanence, suffering and egol essness. The
wi sdom t hat di stingui shes between the exhilarating results of the
practice and the task of detached contenplation is called
"purification by know edge and vision of the true path and the false
path." Hs mnd, so purified, sees very clearly the rise and cessation
of mnd and natter.

He sees next, with each in-breath and out-breath, the breaking up
of the concom tant nental and bodily phenonena, which appears just
like the bursting of the bubbles seen in a pot of boiling rice, or
like the breaking up of bubbles when rain falls on a pool of water, or
like the cracking of sesamum or nustard seeds as they are put into a
red-hot pan. This wi sdom whi ch sees the constant and instantaneous
breaki ng up of nmental and bodily phenonmena is called "the know edge of
di ssolution.” Through this wi sdom he acquires the ability to see how
all factors of mnd and body throughout the world arise and di sappear

Then there arises in himthe wi sdomthat sees all of these
phenonena as a fearsone spectacle. He sees that in none of the spheres
of existence, not even in the heavenly planes, is there any genuine
pl easure or happi ness, and he conprehends m sfortune and danger

Then he conceives a revul sion towards all conditioned existence.
He arouses an urge to free hinmself fromthe world, an all consum ng
desire for deliverance. Then, by considering the means of releasing
hinself, there arises in hima state of wi sdomwhich quickly reflects
on i npermanence, suffering and egol essness, and | eads to subtle and
deep |l evel s of insight.

Now t here appears in himthe conprehension that the aggregates of
m nd and body appearing in all the world systens are afflicted by
suffering, and he realizes that the state of N bbana, which transcends
the world, is exceedingly peaceful and conforting. When he conprehends
this situation, his nind attains the know edge of equanimty about
formations. This is the climax of insight nmeditation, called
"purification by know edge and vi sion of progress.”

As he becones steadfast, his dexterity in meditation increases,
and when his faculties are fully mature he enters upon the cognitive
process of the path of streamentry (sotapatti). Wth the path of
streamentry he realizes N bbana and conprehends directly the Four
Nobl e Truths. The path is followed by two or three nmonments of the
fruit of streamentry, by which he enjoys the fruits of his
attainment. Thereafter there arises review ng know edge by which he



reflects on his progress and attainnent.

If one continues with the nmeditation with earnest aspiration, one
wi || devel op anew the stages of insight know edge and realize the
three higher paths and fruits: those of the once-returner
non-returner, and arahant. These attai nments, together wth
streamentry, formthe seventh stage of purity, purification by
know edge and vision. Wth each of these attainments one realizes in
full the Four Noble Truths , which had el uded one throughout one's
I ong sojourn in the cycle of rebirths. As a result, all the
defilements contained within the m nd are uprooted and destroyed, and
one's mnd becones fully pure and cl eansed. One then realizes the
state of Ni bbana, wherein one is liberated fromall the suffering of
birth, ageing and death, sorrow, |anmentation, pain, grief and despair.

Concl usi on

Births like ours are rare in sansara. W have been fortunate to
encounter the Buddha's nmessage, to enjoy the association of good
friends, to have the opportunity to listen to the Dhamma. As we have
been endowed with all these blessings, if our aspirations are ripe, we
can in this very Ilife reach the final goal of N bbana through its
graduated stages of stream entry, once-returner, non-returner and
arahat ship. Therefore, let us nake our life fruitful by devel oping
regularly the neditation of anapana sati. Having received proper

i nstructions on howto practise this nethod of meditation, one should
purify one's noral virtue by observing the precepts and should
surrender one's life to the Triple Gem

One shoul d choose a convenient time for nmeditation and practise with
utnost regularity, reserving the sane period each day for one's
practice. One may begin by briefly reflecting on the abundant virtues
of the Buddha, extending |oving-kindness towards all beings, pondering
t he repul siveness of the body, and considering the inevitability of
deat h. Then, arousing the confidence that one is wal king the very road
to N bbana wal ked by all the enlightened ones of the past, one should
proceed forth on the path of neditation and strive with diligent
effort.



