
Vipassana Discourse Day 1 
Initial difficulties--the purpose of this meditation--why respiration 
is chosen as the starting point--the nature of the mind--the reason 
for the difficulties, and how to deal with them--dangers to be 
avoided 

The first day is full of great difficulties and discomforts, partly because one is 
not accustomed to sit all day long and to try to meditate, but mostly because 
of the type of meditation that you have started practicing: awareness of 
respiration, nothing but respiration. 

It would have been easier and faster to concentrate the mind without all these 
discomforts if, along with awareness of respiration, one had started repeating 
a word, a mantra, a god's name, or if one had started imagining the shape 
or form of a deity. But you are required to observe bare respiration, as it 
naturally is, without regulating it; no word or imagined form may be added. 

They are not permitted because the final aim of this meditation is not 
concentration of mind. Concentration is only a help, a step leading to a higher 
goal: purification of mind, eradicating all the mental defilements, the 
negativities within, and thus attaining liberation from all misery, attaining full 
enlightenment. 

Every time an impurity arises in the mind, such as anger, hatred, passion, 
fear etc., one becomes miserable. Whenever something unwanted happens, 
one becomes tense and starts tying knots inside. Whenever something 
wanted does not happen, again one generates tension within. Throughout 
life one repeats this process until the entire mental and physical structure is 
a bundle of Gordian knots. And one does not keep this tension limited to 
oneself, but instead distributes it to all with whom one comes into contact. 
Certainly, this is not the right way to live. 



You have come to this meditation course to learn the art of living: how to live 
peacefully and harmoniously within oneself, and to generate peace and 
harmony for all others; how to live happily from, day to day while progressing 
towards the highest happiness of a totally pure mind, a mind filled with 
disinterested love, with compassion, with joy at the success of others, with 
equanimity. 

To learn the art of living harmoniously, first one must find the cause of 
disharmony. The cause always lies within, and for this reason you have to 
explore the reality of yourself. This technique helps you to do so, to examine 
your own mental and physical structure, towards which there is so much 
attachment, resulting only in tensions, in misery. At the experiential level one 
must understand one's own nature, mental and physical; only then can one 
experience whatever there might be beyond mind and matter. This is 
therefore a technique of truth-realization, self-realization, investigating the 
reality of what one calls, oneself'. It might also be called a technique of God-
realization, since after all God is nothing but truth, but love, but purity. 

Direct experience of reality is essential. "Know thyself'-from superficial, 
apparent, gross reality, to subtler realities, to the subtlest reality of mind and 
matter. Having experienced all these, one can then go further to experience 
the ultimate reality which is beyond mind and matter. 

Respiration is a proper point from which to begin this journey. Using a self-
created, imaginary object of attentions word or form-will lead only in the 
direction of greater imaginings, greater illusion; it will not help one to discover 
the subtler truths about oneself. To penetrate to subtler truth, one must begin 
with truth, with an apparent, gross reality such as respiration. Further, if a 
word is used, or the form of a deity, then the technique becomes sectarian. 
A word or form will be identified with one culture, one religion or another, and 
those of a different background may find it unacceptable. Misery is a 
universal malady. The remedy for this malady cannot be sectarian; it also 



must be universal. Awareness of respiration meets this requirement. Breath 
is common to all: observing it will be acceptable to all. Every step on the path 
must be totally free from sectarianism. 

Breath is a tool with which to explore the truth about oneself. Actually, at the 
experiential level, you know very little about your body. You know only its 
external appearance, the parts and functions of it that you can consciously 
control. You know nothing of the internal organs which operate beyond your 
control, nothing of the cells of which the entire body is composed, and which 
are changing every moment. Innumerable biochemical and electromagnetic 
reactions are occurring constantly throughout the body, but you have no 
knowledge of them. 

On this path, whatever is unknown about yourself must become known to 
you. For this purpose, respiration will help. It acts as a bridge from the known 
to the unknown, because respiration is one function of the body that can be 
either conscious or unconscious, intentional or automatic. One starts with 
conscious, intentional breathing, and proceeds to awareness of natural, 
normal breath. And from there you will advance to still subtler truths about 
yourself. Every step is a step with reality; every day you will penetrate further 
to discover subtler realities about yourself, about your body and mind. 

Today you were asked to observe only the physical function of respiration, 
but at the same time, each one of you was observing the mind, because the 
nature of the breath is strongly connected to one's mental state. As soon as 
any impurity, any defilement arises in the mind, the breath becomes 
abnormal; one starts breathing a little rapidly, a little heavily. When the 
defilement passes away, the breath again becomes soft. Thus, breath can 
help to explore the reality not only of the body, but also of the mind. 



One reality of mind, which you began to experience today, is its habit of 
always wandering from one object to another. It does not want to stay on the 
breath or on any single object of attention: instead it runs wild. 

And when it wanders, where does the mind go? By your practice, you have 
seen that it wanders either in the past or in the future. This is the habit pattern 
of the mind; it does not want to stay in the present moment. Actually, one 
has to live in the present. Whatever is past is gone beyond recall; whatever 
is future remains beyond one's reach, until it becomes present. 
Remembering the past and giving thought to the future are important, but 
only to the extent that they help one to deal with the present. Yet because of 
its ingrained habit, the mind constantly tries to escape from present reality 
into a past or future that is unattainable, and therefore this wild mind remains 
agitated, miserable. The technique that you are learning here is called the 
art of living, and life can really be lived only in the present. Therefore, the first 
step is to learn how to live in the present moment, by keeping the mind on a 
present reality: the breath that is now entering or leaving the nostrils. This is 
a reality of this moment, although a superficial one. When the mind wanders 
away, smilingly, without any tension, one accepts the fact that, because of 
its old habit pattern, it has wandered. As soon as one realizes that the mind 
has wandered, naturally, automatically, it will return to awareness of 
respiration. 

You easily recognised the tendency of the mind to roll in thoughts either of 
the past or of the future. Now of what type are these thoughts? Today you 
have seen for yourselves that at times thoughts arise without any sequence, 
any head or tail. Such mental behavior is commonly regarded as a sign of 
madness. Now, however, you have all discovered that you are equally mad, 
lost in ignorance, illusions, delusions (moha). Even when there is a sequence 
to the thoughts, they have as their object something that is either pleasant 
or unpleasant. If it is pleasant, one starts reacting with liking, which develops 
into craving, clinging (rāga). If it is unpleasant, one starts reacting with 



disliking, which develops into aversion, hatred (dosa). The mind is constantly 
filled with ignorance, craving, and aversion. All other impurities stem from 
these three basic ones, and every impurity makes one miserable. 

The goal of this technique is to purify the mind, to free it from misery by 
gradually eradicating the negativities within. It is an operation deep into one's 
own unconscious, performed in order to uncover and remove the complexes 
hidden there. Even the first step of the technique must purify the mind, and 
this is the case: by observing respiration, you have started not only to 
concentrate the mind, but also to purify it. Perhaps during today there were 
only a few moments when your mind was fully concentrated on your 
breathing, but every such moment is very powerful in changing the habit 
pattern of the mind. In that moment, you are aware of the present reality, the 
breath entering or leaving the nostrils, without any illusion. And you cannot 
crave for more breath, or feel aversion towards your breathing: you simply 
observe, without reacting to it. In such a moment, the mind is free from the 
three basic defilements, that is, it is pure. This moment of purity at the 
conscious level has a strong impact on the old impurities accumulated in the 
unconscious. The contact of these positive and negative forces produces an 
explosion. Some of the impurities hidden in the unconscious rise to the 
conscious level, and manifest as various mental or physical discomforts. 

When one faces such a situation, there is the danger of becoming agitated, 
and multiplying the difficulties. However, it would be wise to understand that 
what seems to be a problem is actually a sign of success in the meditation, 
an indication that in fact the technique has started to work. The operation 
into the unconscious has begun, and some of the pus hidden there has 
started to come out of the wound. Although the process is unpleasant, this 
is the only way to get rid of the pus, to remove the impurities. If one continues 
working in the proper way, all these difficulties will gradually diminish. 
Tomorrow will be a little easier, next day more so. Little by little, all the 
problems will pass away, if you work. 



Nobody else can do the job for you; you have to work yourself. You have to 
explore reality within yourself. You have to liberate yourself. 

Some advice about how to work: 

During meditation hours, always meditate indoors. If you try to meditate 
outside in direct contact with the light and wind, you will not be able to 
penetrate to the depths of your mind. During breaks you may go outside. 

You must remain within the limits of the course site. You are performing an 
operation on your mind; remain in the operating room. 

Resolve to remain for the entire period of the course, no matter what 
difficulties you may face. When problems arise during the operation, 
remember this strong determination. It can be harmful to leave in the middle 
of a course. 

Similarly, make a strong determination to observe all the discipline and rules, 
of which the most important is the rule of silence. Also resolve to follow the 
timetable, and specially to in the hall for the three one-hour sittings of group 
meditation each day. 

Avoid the danger of over eating, of allowing yourself to succumb to 
drowsiness, and of needless talking. 

Work exactly as you are asked to work. Without condemning it, leave aside 
for the course period anything that you may have read or learned elsewhere. 
Mixing techniques is very dangerous. If any point is not clear to you, come 
to the guide for clarification. But give a fair trial to this technique; if you do 
so, you will get wonderful results. 



Make best use of the time, the opportunity, the technique, to liberate 
yourselves from the bondages of craving, aversion, delusion, and to enjoy 
real peace, real harmony, real happiness. 

Real happiness to you all. 

May all beings be happy! 

 


