Vipasna
What is Vipasna? Pasna means to see/look at the things. Vipasna means to see the things as they really are. It is claimed that this technique of meditation was prevalent in India 2500 years ago. However, it disappeared from India along with the exile of Buddhism. This technique remained present i in its purest form in some neighboring countries. The purity of this tradition was maintained through Guru Shisya parampara.  The present proponent of Vipasna, Honorable Shri S. N. Goenka learnt it from a Burmese Guru Honorable Shri Sayiji ubkhin. He was also the first Accountant General of Independent Burma.
We look at the world with colored glasses. We don’t see the things objectively. We don’t observe the things as they really are. We see them in the way we like/want to see. As per Buddha our sense organs namely eyes, nose, ear, lips/mouth and skin take cognizance of respective tastes/smells of things/objects in the outside world at the mental level. This cognition gives rise to recognition. We recognize the particular object/thing. This recognition gives rise to feeling. We feel the thing/object as per the value system attached to it as per our perception of this particular object/thing. This perception is as per our liking or disliking. It may not be objective. Therefore, we react to a particular object/thing in the outside world as per our feeling associated with this object and not as it really is. This is the real cause of misery in us. It will be clear from an example. Suppose somebody abuses me. My particular sense organ i.e. the ears took cognizance of it. My mind recognized it and associated it with a particular feeling. What is this particular feeling? It is the feeling of hurt. How did we recognize this feeling? It is simple. We have been trained by society since childhood that abuse is bad. It is meant to hurt us. Thus we attach this value of hurt along with the feeling of abuse. This is why we react to abuse in a particular way. We may become angry, frustrated, depressed, etc. as per our past experience associated with abuse. This is not the whole story. When this happens at the mental level, some reaction also takes place at the level of respiration as well as at physical level. Our respiration changes during this period. If we observe our respiration carefully, we will find that our respiration has either become shallow or heavy when we are angry, frustrated, depressed, etc. The biochemical change also takes place at physical level.  Our body feels a sensation of pain or pleasure In case of abuse, it will be obviously an unpleasant sensation. This gets accumulated as we experience such sensation repeatedly. This is the cause of our misery. We react to a particular situation in the way we are trained since childhood. We don’t react to it objectively. But how do we react to things objectively? When anger arises we forget to respond to it objectively. We react to it perforce as per out natural instinct. We aren’t able to see things happening within either at the level of respiration or at the physical level. This is where Vipasna comes. 

In Vipasna we are trained to observe the respiration as well as the sensation that arises at the physical level. How do we do this? Let us discuss the technique of Vipasna in detail. Vipasna is to be aware of the sensation at physical level while maintaining perfect equanimity. We see the different sensations arising in the body objectively without reacting to it.

The three components of Vipasna are:

1. Sheel

2. Samadhi

3. Pragya
Sheel is basically moral code of conduct. How to live a moral life? There are five vows that are taken by a Vipasak during this Course of ten days. These are;

1. Don’t steel.

2. Don’t lie.

3. Abstain from Sexual Activities.

4. Don’t kill.

5. Observe noble silence.

It is essential for purification of mind that we don’t indulge in impure activities.
 Samadhi is basically mastery over our mind. It is done through the practice of Anapana during this course. The Anapana is based on our pure and natural breath. In Anapana we observe our natural respiration as breath comes in and goes out. Nothing is added or supplemented. Any verbalization or imagination of any shape or form isn’t permitted.  The student observes his natural breath whether it be shallow, heavy or normal. There are many other techniques of meditation where verbalization or imagination is permitted. The prohibition of verbalization or imagination along with breathing has a specific purpose. When we verbalize or imagine any shape or form in our mind while observing respiration; the words or shape of form become primary object of focus/concentration and observing respiration becomes secondary. Thus the whole purpose of Vipasna gets defeated because the aim of Vipasna is to observe the changes that take place at the physical level by observing the breath objectively. When any addition is done, the student doesn’t observe his breath objectively as it is easier to focus and concentrate our mind through verbalization or imagination.  The purpose of Vipasna is to know the respiration or sensation by observing them objectively and not reacting to them while always remaining equanimous knowing fully well the nature of their impermanence.         
During Anapana, the breathing is observed in a narrow triangular area beginning from the tip of the nostrils/nose to that portion of upper part of lips which is just below the nostrils. The breathing is felt within the precinct of this area only. The student also feels the touch of the breath in this area. On the third day students are trained to feel sensation arising in this triangular area only. This may be a sensation of pain, itching, pressure, tingling, dangling, vibration, pulsating, etc. on this area. Later this triangular area is reduced to the entrance of nostrils to upper part of the lips just below it. On the fifth day this practice is stopped from the forenoon session.

Pragya/Panya is the wisdom learned/ gained through one’s own experience. It is different form wisdom that is obtained merely through discussion at the intellectual level. In this the student looks at/ observes sensations within the framework of his body and through his own experience he comes to know the transient/impermanent nature of these sensations. As he observes these sensations within his body; he finds that these are impermanent, transient and in a state of flux. They arise, stay for some time and then pass away. He realizes to his awe as to what a foolish person he was to attach value system/ judgment to these senses. He is trained to look at it with detachment, with a calm, equanimous and neutral mind. Thus in this way he is able to realize that the cause of his misery is the value system he has attached while reacting to the situations/objects in the outside world. If he doesn’t react to it and remains equanimous working simultaneously at the level of the body and respiration, sooner or later it passes away and leaves no ill effect. Thus he learns a new way of responding to a situation from the inside out paradigm i.e. focusing within his framework of body and not reacting to the outside world. Thus he becomes the master of himself and gradually he reaches a stage where no situation can agitate/harm him. Not only this. He comes to know through persistent practice that his old accumulation of sensations gets eradicated. Thus he reaches a stage where there are only vibrations in the body. Thus he becomes a liberated being. It is not that he will not feel sensation of pain or pleasure after this experience. He will feel them. But he wouldn’t react to it. He will not be affected by it and his old stock of sankharas will get eradicated. Gradually a stage will develop when he will be free from the cycle of craving or aversion. As discussed,  remaining equanimous is the essence of this technique. Always be aware and equanimous.

 As we know, these are sensations which have arisen either out of the habit pattern of craving or aversion. As stated above, the technique trains us not to be elated by the sensation of pleasure or depressed by the sensation of pain. The technique trains the student to remain equanimous but aware in all situations.    It comes and passes away without disturbing, the peace, calmness and equanimity. 
It is also essential to develop some qualities in ourselves which keep us away from negativity, jealousy, hatred, malice, animosity, ill will, etc. and which don’t inflate our ego. The feeling of I, my and mine is the root cause of these evils. Buddha has mentioned 10 such qualities which may help us in dissolving our ego and make us better human beings full of compassionate love, passion and sympathetic joy. These qualities keep us equanimous in all situations. These are called parmis. A few parmis are mentioned here. The first parmi is the parmi of renunciation. In Ancient India people used to renounce their householders’ life and lived the life of monks or nuns living completely on whatever their begging bowls offered them i.e. on the alms of others. This dissolved/resolved their ego and made them compassionate and loving human beings full of infinite compassionate love for the fellow beings. But it is not possible for all to renounce a householder’s life. During the time of Buddha a way was found out. Householders’ lived the life of monks and nuns for a certain period of time and practiced Dhamma. During this period they lived completely on the Dana of others. When this period was over; they retuened to their normal family life but they practiced Dhamma while shouldering all the responsibilities of a Householder.  This dissolved their ego and made them better human beings. In Vipasna Course also students live the life of monks and nuns during this entire 10 day course and practices Vipasna rigorously from 4:30 in the morning till 9:30 the in evening. This helps them in dissolving their ego and makes them better human beings. The second Parmi is the Parmi of Sheel i.e. living a life of morality. This has been discussed in detail earlier. The third Parmi is the Parmi of BEERYA which literally means making proper effort. One has to make proper effort in a righteous way to achieve a worthy goal. One of the most important parmis is the parmi of Dana which means sharing your property with others without expecting anything in return. It helps in dissolving one’s ego greatly. Some of the other Parmis are the Parmis of Sahisanuta i.e. tolerance, the parmi of Panya, Unconditional love, selfless sacrifice etc . These Parmis condition our mind in such a way that we are free from negativity and thus they help us in remaining equanimous in all situations.

Thus it is clear that one has not only to practice Vipasna and be aware of respiration and sensations but also to develop these parmis with conscious effort in order to remain equanimous in all situations.   
This Vipasna Technique is taught on the fifth day in the afternoon. It starts from feeling the sensation on the narrow triangular area with entrance of the nostrils at the top and area of upper lip just below the nostrils as base.  Later it is narrowed down to entrance of the nostrils as top. Guruji takes two hour session for this. The student starts feeling sensation on the boneless area at the top of his head. After staying there for a few minutes, he shifts his attention to the entire head and feels sensations all throughout the head. Then he proceeds downwards surveying the area from right shoulder to the elbow inch by inch, Part by part. Similarly, he goes downwards and feels sensation on the full right hand including wrist, palm, fingers and finger tips. But in all conditions he is trained to maintains perfect equanimity. Similarly, he repeats this exercise on the left side from elbow to finger tips. Then he examines the area from throat to abdomen passing through chest inch by inch part by part. Similarly the exercise is repeated from neck to lower back. Similarly, this exercise is repeated through the private parts, thighs, knees, legs up to tips of the toes. Thus, this exercise is carried out through the entire body i.e. from head to foot. But the essence is to maintain equanimity while remaining aware of these sensations. After a day’s practice, the student is trained feel sensations in the reverse direction i.e. from foot to head. He repeatedly does it throughout the day very patiently and persistently. Then the student observes his sensation both ways i.e. from head to feet and feet to head. After, considerable practice, the student is advised to sweep through the entire body or sweep in the areas where there are subtle sensations and examine those areas separately where there are gross sensations. In the end, on the tenth day in the morning, the silence is broken and the ritual of Mangal Metta i.e. the prayer of goodwill, love, compassion, sympathetic joy etc. is done for other fellow beings.
Thus, Vipasna is a technique which teaches us as to how to come out of our misery through the practice of this inside out paradigm. It teaches us that the cause of misery lies inside/within us. We don’t have to blame somebody or some situation outside for this misery. It teaches us how we can come out of this misery through experience of our own sensations in the body objectively and equanimously. It is also necessary to develop the parmis in order to maintain our equanimity in all situations. It is a proactive approach and we respond to a situation with calmness, serenity and equanimity always focusing within by observing our respiration and sensations that arise in the body at that particular moment. But it is easier said than done. It requires very hard and persistent work and dedicated effort to reach a level where we are able to respond with calmness and equanimity while observing respiration and sensation taking place in the body at that particular moment when an unwanted or ugly situation arises e.g. if somebody slaps or insults us. This is why a Vipasna Student is advised to practice Vipasna on hour in the morning and one hour in the evening continuously all throughout the year. He develops equanimity, serenity and calmness of mind through this persistent practice of Vipasna. He is also advised to come to the Vipasna Camp in 10 day course every year. The progress of a student can be measured in this way. There are three kinds of footprint/mark that a happening, event or situation leaves on our mind and body. The first are the marks/footprints drawn in water. They can be deleted easily. The second are the marks/footprints drawn on sand. They can be deleted with certain amount of effort. The third are the marks/footprints engraved on a hard rock or stone. They can’t be deleted easily.  It is very difficult to delete them. Now let us choose the third type of marks/footprints in our lives and focus on them. How did we respond to them earlier and how are we responding to them now? The improvement made in handling these is the hallmark of our progress that we have made through the practice of Vipasna.
So far as the feedback goes, this technique works and is very effective. The progress depends on the level of misery a student is when he starts practicing Vipasna and his attitude of seeing the world as it is and persistent effort and hard work.  This technique is universal in its application and is rational, logical, scientific and result oriented.  
