Vipassana Meditation

Vipassana is the Pali word for insight (Skt. Vipasyana). The insight it refers in the Pali texts is that of eng the world as it really is (yathabhutam). This insight constitutes right knowledge, sometimes listed as the ninth step of the path to liberation (P. vimutti; S. vimoksa), that liberation being the tenth and final step. Vipassana is thus a central element in Buddhist teaching. The question is ‘how does one get it?’ In modern times it has tended to be Burmese meditation teachers who have provided the practical answers.

The two most influential of these teachers have been Mahasi Sayadaw and Sayagyi U Ba Khin, the first an eminent monk; the second a highly respected layman. Both broke with tradition by teaching meditation to Westerners as well as Asian Buddhists. The western students of these masters, particularly the Americans, have, however, tended to detach meditation practice from Buddhist teachings far more than their mentors ever did, often presenting it as a universal method for promoting skilful living than a practice to facilitate the attainment of liberation from rebirth. They have also tended to be more eclectic about the kinds of practice that they include in their trainings, often weaving Tibetan and Zen techniques into their meditation courses. The number of such courses grew rapidly in the 1980s and 90s, increasing from around a dozen in the mid 80s to over 100 by the mid 90s. It remains to be seen whether this popularity will continue. Much will depend on whether the children from the next generation find meditation an attractive complement to their lives.   

Vipassana masters

Mahasi Sayadaw (Sayadaw = Thera, elder) (1904-82) was ordained in 1923 and went on to develop a special interest in the Maha satipatthana Sutta and the satipatthana method of meditation. He studied this under the guidance of Mingun Jetavan Sayadaw and began teaching the method in 1938. Throughout the second world war he took up residence at the Mahasi monastery at Seikkhun (hence the name Mahasi), where he gave instruction in what he called satipatthana vipassana meditation, the essence of which involves a mindful focusing on the breathing, especially in the abdominal area, followed by a detached noting of whatever arises in awareness. In 1949 Mahasi Sayadaw took charge of the recently established Sasana Yeiktha Meditation Centre in Rangoon. Teachers from this centre were later invited to take the method to Sri Lanka, Thailand, Cambodia and Indonesia. He also taught meditation to western laypeople, notable among whom are the Americans Joseph Goldstein, Jack Kornfield and Sharon Salzberg, and the German Walter Kulbarz (Vimalo).

Sayagyi U Ba Khin (1899-1971) was a contemporary of Mahasi Sayadaw, and though he became one of Burma’s most famous meditation teachers he never ordained. Indeed, he combined his meditation teaching with an active life as a government official and a father of six children. His approach to meditation was strongly influenced by that of the eminent Burmese meditation master Ledi Sayadaw, and his practice was, in some ways, more traditional than that of Mahasi Sayadaw. His guidance on mindfulness (sati) encourages the meditator to direct attention towards the breath as it passes over the upper lip rather than towards the rise and fall of the abdomen as the practitioner is encouraged to do in Mahasi Sayadaw’s approach. Perhaps more significant was his emphasis on the importance of concentration (samadhi) in the development of insight and on impermanence (Pali. anicca; Skt. anitya) as the focus of samadhi. Like Mahasi Sayadaw, U Ba Khin offered his teachings to foreign students, most notably the Indian SN Goenka and the Americans John Coleman and Ruth Denison, though these teachers have tended to downplay the importance of samadhi for the attainment of insight. There are, however, some western teachers who do continue to stress the importance of samadhi, one of the most prominent being the German nun Ayya Khema (Ilse Ledermann).
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