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The work of a Samaõa

Dhammatalk on the 24th of August 2007 

We come to this monastery to practice, to follow the path that leads to the end of dukkha 
(suffering or discontent). This path is the fourth of the four noble truths, and is comprised of 
three columns; sïla (morality), samãdhi (concentration) and paññã (wisdom). To maintain sïla, 
we have to observe the five moral precepts, and we should keep them while we are in this 
monastery or outside it. These precepts protect us from going downwards, from the human 
state to the lower realms. If we don’t keep them, we are sure to spiral down and down and 
down, to the ghost realms, the animal realms or the hell realms. The Lord Buddha gave the 
five precepts to the laypeople as their protection – please remember this. It’s not that he com-
manded us to keep them; he gave them for our own protection because he didn’t want us to 
go down to the lower realms. So, particularly while you are here, you are expected to keep the 
five precepts: not harming any living being; not taking what is not given; not using untruthful 
or harsh speech; not indulging in sexual misconduct; and not drinking alcohol or taking drugs. 

These five precepts make up the first of the three columns of the path that leads to the end 
of suffering. The second column is samãdhi, which consists of mindfulness and the ability 
to concentrate, and third column is paññã, the development of wisdom. Before developing 
wisdom, we need to be able to concentrate on one object, to put the mind to rest in the same 
way that we put the body to rest after doing physical work. If we don’t rest, our work becomes 
fruitless, so we need the ability to concentrate and enter samãdhi. A person working in a kitchen 
who needs a sharp knife has to find a knife sharpener; he cannot cut things up with a blunt 
knife. The ability to concentrate, to develop mindfulness, is the tool we need to sharpen the 
mind so we can cut the ten fetters that bind us to the realm of rebirth. This is why samãdhi is 
so important. People from the West tend to ignore samatha or samãdhi practice because they 
think it is a waste of time. But if that was the case, why did the Lord Buddha teach it? Samãdhi 
is important, samãdhi is not an option, samãdhi is part of the eightfold path, samãdhi is one 
of the three columns1 of the path that leads to the end of dukkha, so we should not neglect it. 

We can easily train ourselves, so we should put effort into doing it. We need to centre our 
minds on just one object, such as the mental repetition of the word buddho or the breath as it 
comes in and goes out at the tip of the nose. With the breath, for instance, once we observe 
it coming in and going out, we know the quality of the breath, whether it is short or long or 
whether it is deep or shallow. This is the knowing faculty of the citta (the heart–mind); the one 
who observes the breath knows the qualities of the breath. We have to develop this knowing 
faculty. It’s the same with the mental repetition of the word buddho; we know if the repeti-
tion is fast or slow and we know the other qualities of the buddho. The one who observes the 
mental repetition and the object observed are two different things. You should understand 
that the one who observes is the knowing nature of the citta while the observed object is just 
the observed object. If we are to get into one-pointedness, we have to bring these two things 
together. Normally, whatever we observe in the world consists of the observer and the observed 
object; when we see something, there is someone who sees and there is something seen, and 
it’s the same with hearing and the other senses. So, please get this clear; there are two differ-
ent things, and that’s why the conventional realm is called duality. It is dual because there is 

1  The column of samãdhi is: right effort, right sati and right samãdhi. See also https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Noble_Eight-
fold_Path#Threefold_division
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an observed object and there is the one who knows about it. There is ‘I’ and ‘you’, there is 
‘me’ and ‘other things’ – this is the realm of duality. 

All the realms, including the human and animal realms that we can see, are part of duality. 
To eliminate this duality, we have to concentrate on either the breath until it disappears or 
on the word buddho until the word is so ‘fixed’ that we cannot think it any more. At this 
point, we revert to ‘that which knows’ that either the breath has stopped or that the word 
buddho cannot be brought to mind. This is one-pointedness. In this state, the first thing that 
normally happens is that the body disappears from our sense awareness. The next thing is 
that the whole world of phenomena disappears. Nothing other than singularity is left, noth-
ing other than knowingness. This knowingness of the mind is of such importance that Than 
Acharn Mahã Bua calls it ‘the wonder of meditation’ or ‘the nibbãna of the little man’. If any 
of you put all your effort and determination into the practice, not letting go of the breath or 
the word buddho and not letting the citta go out to perceive all the other phenomena, you 
will enter samãdhi and have this preview of nibbãna. Once you enter one-pointedness or 
singularity, all that is left is the knowing nature of the citta, which is its true nature. 

Please remember this and keep it in your heart. We have never experienced the true 
nature of the citta, but this is the path that leads to it. We need to put in some effort and 
determination to reach singularity; to obtain a preview of nibbãna, to see what nibbãna is 
really like. I want this to get into your hearts; remember this well. If you are sick of speculating 
about nibbãna, get down to singularity, get down to one-pointedness, which is also called 
apanna samãdhi and is the deep state of samãdhi. Apanna samãdhi is preceded by the 
state of upacãra or access samãdhi in which thinking ceases and we experience the world 
of phenomena. This state is very peaceful and happy; it is like going to another realm of 
existence. We go beyond our normal world of thinking and imagination, and experience a 
world of phenomena. Once we come out, the mind becomes restless again, and we experi-
ence the same turmoil as before. However, as is the case with apanna samãdhi, we know 
when we come out that we have been in a very special place. We will never ever forget the 
experience. Attaining samãdhi is not easy, but it’s not beyond our abilities to accomplish if 
we have determination and effort. 

One of the side-effects of samãdhi is that it sharpens the mind. The moment you come 
out of either upacãra or apanna samãdhi, your mind is vigorous and sharp, like a keen knife 
that can easily cut through objects. It can cut down the fetters and the hindrances; anything 
that comes into its focus can be cut down. However, the sharpness does not last long. The 
longer one has been in samãdhi the longer the sharpness lasts, just as a battery lasts longer if 
it has been recharged longer. This effect is the main reason why we train samãdhi. However, 
samãdhi also shows us that there is something beyond the world that we experience from 
day to day, and this is another reason to attain it. Apanna or upacãra samãdhi show us that 
there is a state more happy, more joyous and more peaceful than our usual experiences in 
the world. If this wasn’t the case, no-one would ever have walked this path. Experiencing 
this state gives us a push, increasing our vigour and determination to walk the path. These 
are the two reasons why we train our minds to enter samãdhi; if you practice well you will 
attain it, and everyone who sets their mind to the task is able to achieve this. 

Of course, attaining samãdhi will take some time depending on our kamma or back-
ground, and we cannot say how long it will take. Some people reach the state of upacãra 
samãdhi within seven or eight days, but others still haven’t found it after two years because 
their determination or practice is half-hearted. Please understand that we have to put our 
whole heart into the practice, being completely with our mediation object and not interested 
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in anything else. Staying in this monastery is a very good opportunity to let the world go on as 
it pleases; we cannot change anything anyway. Take this precious opportunity to completely 
settle your mind into samãdhi and experience the first wonder of the practice, going down 
into the deep state of apanna samãdhi where duality completely ceases to exist. When duality 
completely ceases to exist, all the worry, unhappiness and sadness in our hearts will also cease 
to exist. Singularity is just singularity; one-pointedness is just one-pointedness – there cannot 
be two points. All that is left is the knowingness of the citta, which is its true nature. In everyday 
life, the citta has a spoiled, defiled nature – it wants to know this and wants to know that. But 
in the state of apanna samãdhi, or even upacãra samãdhi, it doesn’t want to know anything; 
it is just satisfied with things as they are. It’s important for us to train and see this for ourselves. 
Once we have trained ourselves and are able to get into samãdhi often or even daily, we can 
start the practice of investigation – the third column of the path. 

The practice of investigation, which leads to the development of wisdom (paññã), is neces-
sary to cut down the ten fetters2 that bind us to the realms of rebirth. The first is the fetter of 
doubt, especially about the teachings: doubt that heaven exists, doubt that hell exists, doubt 
about the results of good kamma, doubt about the results of bad kamma, doubt about the 
existence of nibbãna, and so on. To eliminate or overcome this fetter, we simply accept on 
trust, for the moment, the word of wise people who tell us that these things really exist, even 
if we are unsure whether they do or not. 

All the religions teach about hell and heaven, and the Lord Buddha spoke about them too, 
including the 31 realms of existence: the human, animal and ghost realms, the hell realm and 
the lower and upper heavenly realms. These realms exist, and the law of kamma ensures that 
all our actions by body, speech or mind will have results in the future. We do not need to 
believe in these things, but as long as we are still unable to see for ourselves, we should trust 
the words of the Lord Buddha.

The second fetter is being inconsistent with the five precepts, keeping them one day but not 
the next and keeping them again the day after. To undermine this fetter, we just keep the five 
precepts wholeheartedly and never let go of them. The third fetter is more difficult to break; 
the belief that the body and the ‘I’ are the same thing. To take the analogy of the body as a 
car, this fetter is the assumption that the car and the driver are the same thing. If you think 
this, you have a problem, but once you see that the driver can get in and out of the car, you 
understand that car and driver are two different things. You can see that the driver is respon-
sible for driving the car while the car just goes forwards or reverse, left or right. It’s the same 
with the body and the citta, which are two different things; the citta is the one who commands 
the body. If the citta goes out into a different realm, the body just lies where it is; the heart still 
beats, the lungs still function and the other processes continue, but that’s all; the body doesn’t 
move at all. This is what happens when people sit in samãdhi for seven days; the body still 
breathes but it does not move at all. To truly understand this we have to understand it in the 
heart, not only in the mind. We can conceptualise or assume that the citta and body are two 
different things, but this does not help us to eliminate the third fetter. We have realise that this 
is a fact with our own inner eyes – the body and the citta are two different things. The Lord 
Buddha gave us the practical example of a wagon. Once you break the wagon up into its bits 

2  The ten fetters of becoming (samyojana) are: 1) belief in a self (sakkaya-ditthi); 2) doubt or uncertainty, especially about 
the teachings (vicikiccha); 3) wrong attitude toward precepts and vows (silabbata-paramasa); 4) sensual desire (kamac-
chando); 5) ill will (vyapado); 6) lust for material existence, lust for material rebirth (ruparago); 7)lust for immaterial exist-
ence, lust for rebirth in a formless realm (aruparago); 8) conceit (mana); 9) restlessness (uddhacca); 10) ignorance (avijja). 
For a thorough explanation on this subject of the ten fetters please read the talk of Than Acharn Maha Bua on this subject 
with the title “The supreme attainments” in the book “A life of inner quality. (weblink: http://www.luangta.eu/site/books/
book07_life.php)
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and pieces, where is the wagon? All you have are nuts and bolts and pieces of wood – the 
wagon has disappeared. And the same thing happens when we see the body in its bits and 
pieces during the practice of investigation; when we visualise all the body parts laid out in 
front of us, where is the body? All we see are parts. And where is the one who knows this? 
Is it in the body parts or is it somewhere else? If you do your meditation practice correctly, 
you can break the body up into its parts and visualise them in a heap before your eyes. The 
moment you have put all the parts of the body in front of you, without any part remaining 
behind, you will realise that something remains, something still sits there. Then, your belief 
that the body and the ‘I’ are one and the same thing will ‘crash’; will fall away, for a certain 
time, even for just a moment. When this happens, you will have understood for the first time. 

We have to repeat this process over and over and over again until the heart truly un-
derstands that the citta and body are two different things. Then, once the three fetters have 
been undermined, there will come a time when we rest in samãdhi or when our mindfulness 
is at full strength that the three fetters will be cut. Once these fetters have been broken, we 
will have entered the state of Sotãpanna or stream-enterer. The Sotãpanna has entered 
the stream and will reach nibbãna within seven lives at most. The lowest realm the stream-
enterer can be reborn into is the human realm; he will never fall back into the lower realms. 

So, the three fetters that have to be cut are doubt, being fickle with the precepts, and the 
identification with the body. The example given above of a way to undermine the identifica-
tion with the body was just one of many ways it can be done. I gave this example because 
the simile of the wagon was used by the Lord Buddha – the wagon only exists if all the parts 
are in place. In your practice, you can assemble and disassemble the body using the grosser 
aspects like the head and legs and torso, or you can do it in detail with bones and vessels 
and skin etc. It’s up to you how you choose to do it. So, make sure you understand clearly 
that these things are required for stream entry. You have to undermine these three fetters 
until they are just thin threads; once they are thin threads, any kind of deep samãdhi or 
any kind of full concentration alone can cut these fetters. Any type of insight that arises can 
also cut these fetters in one stroke so that we enter the stream. Then, for the first time, we 
have arrived at a safe place. We have started on the way out of the roller coaster of rebirth, 
going up to heaven and falling down into hell, again and again, with periods in the other 
realms in between. This is the endless cycle of rebirth, but calling it the roller coaster of life 
is a little more picturesque because it illustrates how difficult it is to go up, and how easy 
and fast it is to fall down. The strange thing is that people on a roller coaster going down 
are completely amused and excited, and this also holds for most people going through the 
rounds of rebirth. They think only about the exciting things, and that’s how they go down. 
They think of trying this or that, and do not keep the five precepts, and that’s why they speed 
downwards. Most of us speed down. How many? Well, when the Lord Buddha’s attendant 
Venerable Ananda asked him how many people will go to heaven and how many to hell, 
the Lord Buddha gave him the example of the bull, which has only two horns but millions 
of hairs on its body. The two horns represent the two people who go either to heaven or 
to nibbãna, and the hairs represent the ones going down to hell. So, think about this very 
carefully – which of these are you? It’s up to you to make your choice. It’s a very drastic 
example, but as far as I know the Lord Buddha never exaggerated anything; if he gave this 
example, then that’s the way it is. So, decide for yourself – are you one of the bull’s horns 
or one of the hairs on the fur? At every moment we can decide to go in either the right or 
the wrong direction, so I urge you to make the right decision. Once you train yourself always 
to go in the right direction, it will become a habit. 
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The fourth and fifth lower fetters are greed and hate. As these are rooted in the body, 
we have not yet finished with body investigation. We still have to understand the nature of 
the body by investigating it externally and internally. The external aspects comprise the hair 
of the head, hair of the body, the nails, the teeth and the skin, and we can examine these. 
What happens if we don’t wash our hair? Does the dirt come from outside or inside? We ask 
questions like this for nails, teeth and skin, and we can also consider the things that come into 
contact with the body. What do our clothes smell like after two or three days in contact with 
the body? Where does the smell come from – from the outside or from the body itself? It has 
to come from the body, as clothes don’t smell if we just hang them out on the line. Think about 
what you do all day long; you care about the body, feed it, house it, rest it, beautify it, train 
it, and so on. Why are you doing this? Whatever comes into contact with the body becomes 
filthy and stained. Take food; it may taste nice and come in hundreds of different colours and 
tastes, but once it has passed our mouths, the taste disappears and it goes into our stomachs. 
If we throw it up, neither we nor anyone else would want to eat it again, even though it is 
still nutritious. Whatever comes into contact with the body or goes into it becomes filthy and 
stinks. We don’t even want to look at the contents of our own stomachs, or our excrement. 
Excrement has one colour and one taste, even though lots of different tastes and colours of 
foods have gone into our mouths. Have you ever reflected on this? In the world, a factory that 
had output of this kind wouldn’t survive. Imagine a factory that started with fine ingredients 
but produced garbage – who would buy the products? So why do we have such concern for 
this body? Why do we put so much effort, perhaps 95% of our time, into maintaining the body 
in various ways, particularly as we will have to give it all up when we die. All the resources 
that we expend on this body are wasted because in the end we have to give it up. We cannot 
make it live forever. Everything in the universe has to pass away; it comes into existence and 
then it dies. Certainly, we have to maintain it, but if you stay in this monastery you realise how 
little time it takes to maintain the body – we feed it once a day in the morning, wash it in the 
evening and put it to sleep for a few hours. That’s all we need to do to maintain the body, and 
it still works, maybe even better than the bodies of the people outside who eat three meals and 
day and don’t do much exercise.

So, why do we put up with this body, why support a factory that transforms everything 
into excrement? We value it because it has the six senses; seeing, smelling, hearing, tasting, 
touching and thinking. The Lord Buddha once gave a short sermon pointing out that someone 
who is no longer interested in the six senses will attain nibbãna. It is precisely because the six 
senses are rooted in the body that we have to investigate the body. And the fourth and fifth 
fetters of greed and hate are rooted in the body too, so body investigation is crucial; we have 
to dissect the body into its bits and pieces or break it down into the four elements (earth, fire, 
water and air) to understand its true nature. This is what we have to do to undermine greed 
and hate. The work involved in understanding asubha, the loathsomeness of the body, is the 
only work, the only work that can eliminate greed and hate. Understanding the true nature 
of the body in which all six senses are rooted gives us the opportunity to get rid of greed and 
hate. And once the fetters of greed and hate are cut, once they are gone, we will attain to the 
state of Anãgãmï.

Anãgãmï is usually translated as non-returner, someone who never comes back into the 
world of existence. He is not yet in nibbãna, for only the Arahant has reached nibbãna, but 
he will appear in one of the five worlds called the Pure Abodes that are reserved only for the 
Anãgãmï. Of the four types of noble beings, the Anãgãmï is the first who always advances; 
even if he doesn’t put any effort into his practice, he will move up to nibbãna within 50,000 
years, since each of the five Pure Abodes have a span of 10,000 years. He can be sure he will 
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never come back, and he is nearly finished, yet he has done only 50% of his work because 
he still has to cut down the five higher fetters. These are the attachment to bodily forms, 
attachment to non-bodily forms, conceit, restlessness and avijjã. This is the sole work of 
the Anãgãmï, and involves investigating the four nãma (mind) khandhas – mental feeling, 
memory and association, thought and consciousness. So, for us as practitioners, our sole 
object of investigation has to be the body until we attain to the state of Anãgãmï when our 
focus will become the four nãma khandhas. When we are finished with all the work, we will 
be a fully fledged Arahant. Once the five higher fetters have been destroyed and avijjã has 
disappeared, we will have completed our work and there will be no more questions to ask 
because we already know. We already know all the whys and wherefores I want you to put 
your effort and determination in to reaching arahantship within this very life. 

You have already taken the first step; don’t forget this. Don’t forget that you took the 
first step when you ordained as a Bhikkhu, and that your life is devoted to overcoming 
dukkha. The work to overcome dukkha is walking meditation and sitting meditation. It is 
the only work worth doing, for no other kinds of work can free us from saÿsãra: The work 
of walking or sitting meditation with the aim of achieving calm or insight. This is the true 
work of a Samaõa.

And with this I end the talk.


