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Let us do a few minutes of meditation by simply focusing
on the incoming and outgoing breath.

[Pause for meditation]

Having finished the first four perfections of generosity,
morality, patience and joyful effort, we will now continue
with the teaching on the perfection of concentration.

I am going to explain the perfection of concentration by
referring to the root verse while keeping my explanation
brief.

Verse 29 reads:

Understanding that disturbing emotions are destroyed
By special insight with calm abiding,

Cultivate concentration which surpasses

The four formless absorptions -

This is the practice of Bodhisattvas.

From the first two lines of this verse, we can understand
that by depending on the concentration of a single-pointed
state of mind and then cultivating the wisdom of
emptiness, we are in a position to eradicate mental
afflictions from their very root, as well as their imprints or
propensities.

Having understood the benefits or the qualities of gaining
the combined states of calm abiding and special insight,
the text is saying that we must ensure that we use
meditation to transcend the four levels of formless
absorptions and beyond. By doing so, we are making sure
that we never fall into the two extremes: the extreme of
existence which is falling into samsara and the extreme of
complacent nirvana which is the nirvana of self-liberation
solely for the sake of one’s own self.

The fact that the explanations of the perfections of
concentration and wisdom are given after the first four
perfections indicates that the first four perfections must be
conjoined with these last two perfections of concentration
and wisdom. Conjoining concentration and wisdom will
make the deeds of the first four perfections very powerful
and effective. It brings great skill to our practice and can
be likened to flying whereby we get to our destination
faster than going by land. It is also likened to undertaking
a large task with the help of other people so that we
complete it faster and more easily. Such is the benefit of
these last two perfections.

We also find an analogy in the lamrim teaching saying that
to view drawings on the wall in a dark room we need a
butter lamp that is bright and not flickering. If the flame
flickers in the wind, our view of the drawings may become
unclear or distorted, and if it is not bright enough, we will
not be able to see them. Such is the importance and the
benefit of these two perfections of concentration and
wisdom for our practice.

In this analogy, the bright light of the butter lamp is
likened to the wisdom of special insight, and a steady and
unwavering flame with no disturbance from the wind is
likened to single-pointed concentration.

Calm abiding is described as a single-pointed state of
meditation conjoined with the bliss of pliancy that enables
the meditator to focus for as long as they wish. Non-
Buddhists can also achieve calm abiding and have their
own system for cultivating it, so it is common to non-
Buddhist traditions. As mentioned in the Buddhist
literature, if the state of calm abiding is conjoined with
taking refuge in the Three Jewels, then it is called
‘Buddhist calm abiding’. If, in addition to taking refuge it
is also conjoined with renunciation, then that becomes an
effective cause to achieve the state of liberation from cyclic
existence. Furthermore, if the calm abiding conjoined with
renunciation is further conjoined with the bodhicitta mind,
then it becomes an effective cause to achieve complete
enlightenment i.e. the state of buddhahood.

In the root text, we come across the word ‘formless’. This
refers to the ‘formless realm” which constitutes the ‘four
formless absorptions’. In Buddhism, the worldly system
consists of three realms: the desire realm, the form realm,
and the formless realm. Of the three realms, the desire
realm is subdivided into six levels: the three happy levels
which include the realms of godly beings, demigods and
humans, and the three unhappy levels which include
animals, hungry ghosts and hell beings. Just as the desire
realm is split into six levels, we also find that the form
realm is divided into four levels of concentration,
comprised of seventeen levels, and the formless realm is
divided into four levels of absorption.

The three realms and their constituent levels are
differentiated in terms of their degree of happiness and
suffering, or the coarseness or subtlety of each level. A
lower level is coarse compared to the one that is above it.
In other words, the higher level is more subtle compared
to the level that is below it. For example, the desire realm
is coarser than the form realm (which is the level above the
desire realm) in the sense of there being more suffering,
more disease and a shorter lifespan in the lower desire
realm. But comparing the form realm to the formless realm
(the next level above) the form realm is coarse and the
formless realm is subtle, in terms of there being a greater
or lesser level of bliss and peace, or of mental delusion.

You can utilise calm abiding as a cause to be born into the
higher realms, for example, going from the desire realm to
the form realm. In this case, you utilise calm abiding
meditation and meditate on recognising and reflecting on
the faults of the desire realm whilst focusing on the
qualities or benefits of the form realm, thereby generating
an aspiration to be born there. Within the form realm, there
are four levels of concentration comprising a further
seventeen levels. So, to move to the higher level from a
lower level, you engage in meditation to respectively
recognise the coarseness and subtlety of the lower level
and the higher level above. That is how you can progress
to the higher levels. Those who are dissatisfied with the
form realm may want to go to the formless realm, thinking
that they will find what they are looking for. So, they
utilise calm abiding and special insight to observe the form




realm as coarse, and the formless realm as subtle, thereby
creating a cause leading to the formless realm.

As with the form realm, there are four different levels of
absorption. The lower level is coarse and the level above
that is subtle. Within the formless realm there are four
different levels, which are higher compared to the form
realm, not to mention the desire realm. The peace and bliss
gained even at the fourth and highest level of the formless
realm, called “the peak of existence’ is still within cyclic
existence, and hence still within the domain of karma and
affliction. Beings who have reached this level have not yet
achieved liberation or nirvana. Thus, we can understand
that when the text says to cultivate concentration which
surpasses the four formless absorptions it means that we have
to surpass the four formless absorptions of the formless
realm in order to achieve liberation. For this we need to
cultivate true renunciation conjoined with calm abiding.

Those who work on trying to gain a higher level of
existence, but within worldly existence or samsara, can
only recognise the suffering or the faults related to the
level below them. They cultivate a sense of renunciation
only with regard to a specific lower level or realm within
cyclic existence. However, they lack an understanding of
the suffering of all samsara or worldly existence.

There are three types of suffering in samsara: the suffering
of suffering, the suffering of change and the all-pervasive
suffering of conditioning. Of these three, we all
understand the meaning of ‘suffering of suffering’ and to
some extent the ‘suffering of change’, and we want to be
free from those two types of suffering. However, we lack
the understanding of the third suffering of all-pervasive
suffering of conditioning. Because of this, we do not have
any thought or any aspiration to free ourselves from that
suffering. Thus, we do not have renunciation which is the
aspiration to achieve liberation from cyclic existence.

We must understand that to make the state of calm abiding
a cause for achieving liberation, it needs to be conjoined
with true renunciation. Then, to make that a cause to not
just achieve self-liberation but to achieve the complete
enlightenment of a buddha, it must also be conjoined with
great compassion and bodhicitta. Whether our goal is to
achieve self-liberation or complete enlightenment, we
must understand that calm abiding must be conjoined
with true renunciation, and to generate renunciation we
must recognise all three sufferings, particularly the all-
pervasive suffering of conditioning.

Compared to the all-pervasive suffering of conditioning
the first two - the suffering of suffering and the suffering
of change - are much easier to recognise. All-pervasive
suffering is a more subtle form of suffering relating to an
existence where we have no control or choice. Our present
life within cyclic existence has not occurred as a result of
our own choice. Our birth into this world has happened
due to the power of our past karma, along with mental
afflictions or kleshas. By birth, we are subject to the
suffering of birth, aging, sickness and death. All these
types of suffering have come about because of the life that
we have taken. So, we are subject to or are born into a life
which is itself the all-pervasive suffering of conditioning.

Some people have the wrong notion that when you
become a monk or a nun, you have left samsara behind.

Sometimes we think that going to an isolated place to
undertake a retreat is like leaving the world or samsara
behind. But I have to say, that is not true at all.

Calm abiding will lead to the achievement of liberation or
complete enlightenment, provided it is conjoined with
renunciation or bodhicitta and the wisdom of emptiness.
Not only can calm abiding bring true peace and happiness
in our immediate timeframe, but it also counteracts all the
distracted and restless states of mind that are the primary
sources of dissatisfaction, stress, anxiety and tension that
we find in our everyday life. With calm abiding, we will
find peace, tranquillity, clarity and bliss within us.

Now, having covered the benefits of calm abiding, the next
question is: ‘'How can we achieve calm abiding?’ It is said
that calm abiding is achieved by eliminating the ‘five
faults” by applying the eight antidotes. First, we need to
recognise the five faults that are the main hindrances to
calm abiding meditation and then familiarise ourselves
with the eight antidotes that overcome the five faults. We
should also know the nine progressive stages of
developing calm abiding.

To cultivate calm abiding, we should ensure that we have
gathered all the suitable conditions or meet all the
prerequisites. It is said that as beginners, we are prone to
external distractions, so it is recommended that we find a
quiet place for calm abiding meditation. It is said that the
suitable place should be easily accessible to food and
clothing etc.; safe from threats such as wild animals; in a
moderate climate - not too hot or not too cold; less prone
to disease; and free from noise during the daytime and at
night. Before embarking on a retreat to cultivate calm
abiding or to meditate, we need to determine where we
will meditate and ensure that the chosen place is
conducive for meditation.

Prior to the commencement of the meditation, we need to
familiarise ourselves with the features of the correct
meditation posture and the meditation process, such as the
various stages of mental development, what obstacles we
face, and how to remedy them in the different stages.

So, from the beginning to the final stage where we gain the
state of calm abiding, we undergo the nine stages of mental
abiding. At the end of these stages, when we attain the
actual state of calm abiding, we have achieved a single-
pointed state of concentration that abides on the object
effortlessly and spontaneously. At that time, we remain in
the single-pointedness for as long as we wish and we also
experience a deep sense of the bliss of pliancy as an effect
of the concentration. So, there is no room whatsoever for
feeling bored or losing our interest while in meditation.

We can finish tonight’s teaching now and conclude with a
dedication.

Thank you.
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