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The Satipatthana Sutta  Its Application in Modern Life: 

The Satipatthana Sutta and its application to 
modern life, this is the theme of my talk this 
evening, and it will be my endeavor first, to give 
you some idea of what Satipatthana really is, and 
thereafter to show you that the special and peculiar 
conditions of the modern age are such, that the 
doctrine of Satipatthana was never more urgently 
needed than it is now in this modern age. 

The Satipatthana Sutta,* as you know, deals with 
the fourfold development of a very great quality of 
the mind, viz. "Sati" or "mindfulness." Satipatthana 
means the establishment of mindfulness or the 
practice of mindfulness. The four types of 
mindfulness dealt with in the Sutta are : 

(1) Mindfulness of the body (which 
includes mindfulness of breath): 
Kayanupassana, 



(2) Mindfulness of sensations: 
Vedananupassana   
(3) Mindfulness of thoughts:  
Cittanupassana, 
(4) Mindfulness of mind-objects: 
Dhamma Mindfulness is one of the eight 
factors of the Noble Eightfold Path; it is one of 
the five Indriyas or Faculties and it is also the 
first of the seven Bojjhangas or factors.*  
 

A translation of the Satipatthana Sutta, with 
Introduction and Notes, by Nyanasatta Thera, has 
appeared as No. 19 of BPS THE WHEEL Series, 
under the title The Foundations of Mindfulness of 
Enlightenment.  

 
Mindfulness proper has this special feature about 
it, namely, that it involves a method of looking at 
things objectively and not subjectively; not until 
mindfulness brings into it this all- important 
element of looking at things objectively, will it 
become mindfulness in the Buddhist sense-the real 
sati. It is very necessary to grasp this distinction 
between objective and subjective looking. When 
Pythagoras was asked to define who a philosopher 
is, he said something to this effect. When all are 
invited to the feast of life some go there to enjoy, 
some go there to win name and fame and there are 
yet others who go there just to look on. These 
others are the philosophers. What is meant thereby 
is that the philosopher does not identify himself 
with life. He looks at life standing as it were 
outside life. That is how the trainee in sati should 
look at things. 

When you look at a thing subjectively, there is a 
mental affinity between yourself and the thing you 
are looking at. You bring yourself mentally very 
close to what you are looking at. You connect 
yourself with the object and if there is any 
relationship between yourself and the object, you 
make no effort to ignore that relationship. On the 
contrary, that relationship influences you a great 



deal and colors your observation. In short you are an 
interested observer. On the other hand if you look at 
a thing objectively, you keep yourself mentally far 
removed from the object, you disconnect yourself 
from the object and if there is any relationship 
between yourself and the object you will not allow 
that relationship to influence your observation. In 
short you are a bare observer as distinguished 
from an interested observer. A bare observer 
uninfluenced by extraneous considerations must 
necessarily see more clearly and better than an 
interested observer, since the interested observer's 
vision can be affected by the particular nature of 
his interest. A spectator sees more of the game 
than a player or a partisan. In the practice of 
mindfulness one must therefore free oneself from 
all notions of self and self-interest and must try to 
fix the mind solely on the object without any 
assumptions and presumptions, bias and prejudice 
and all other preconceived considerations. In 
short, one must strive to have the true picture of 
the object and that only. It is this special quality 
of mindfulness that one has to cultivate. 

I have said that there are four objects of 
mindfulness - body, sensations, thoughts and 
thought-objects - and in regard to every one of 
these four, mindfulness must be practised in the 
objective way. Whatever the object of 
mindfulness, you have to see that object and that 
only. This is the secret of successful satipatthana 
and this secret the Buddha has clearly explained 
on many an occasion. You can imagine how 
important this is when I tell you that, on one 
occasion, the Buddha while on his begging 
rounds halted to explain this to a certain indivi-
dual. The Buddha had a set time table and 
worked according to a set routine and never had 
he been known to have halted, while on his 
begging rounds, to do anything else. But here, in 
this particular instance, he halted to discourse to 
Bahiya, a leader of a religious sect.  



This Bahiya had led a good life and had flattered 
himself with the belief that he may have reached 
the stage of an Arahant (a Saint), but a deity told 
him: "You are neither an Arahant nor have you 
reached the Arahant's path. You do not know the 
technique (patipada) whereby you can become 
an Arahant. Go and enquire from the Buddha. 
He is an Arahant and teaches dhamma for 
teaching Arahantship. He lives in the far off town 
of Savatthi." Then Bahiya greatly stirred by the 
words of the deity, lost no time in proceeding to 
Savatthi.  

He was so keen to learn the technique of 
becoming an Arahant, that, it is said, he stopped 
only one night throughout the long journey. 
When he came to the Jetavana in Savatthi, he 
heard that the Buddha had gone on his begging 
rounds. Greatly agitated, he followed the 
direction in which the Buddha went, met him, 
fell with his head at his feet and implored the 
Buddha to teach him this technique. Twice the 
request was made and twice the Buddha refused 
him saying, "You come unseasonably, Bahiya. 
We have entered in request of alms." When for 
a third time the request was made, the Buddha, 
perhaps seeing that Bahiya was destined to die 
that day, explained the technique in a few 
words, but they were sufficient for Bahiya to 
understand. 

"Bahiya," said the Buddha, "this way you should 
train yourself: 

   "Ditthedittna-mattam 
bhavissati Sute suta-mattain 
bhavissati Mute muta-mattain 
bhavissati Vinnate vinnata-
mattam bhavissati." 

"In the seen there will be to you just the seen. In 
the heard there will be to you just the heard. In 
the thought there will be to you just the thought. 



In the cognizing there will be to you just the 
cognizing." 

These are pregnant words with deep meaning, but 
from what I have told you before you will, I am sure, 
not find it difficult to grasp their deep import. If you 
have to practice mindfulness on any sight, it should be 
the sight of it and nothing more. The thoughts and 
emotions that flow from the observation of the sight in 
question aroused by the particular interest you have in 
the sight, should not mar your vision. When the object 
of mindfulness is any sound or hearing, it should be 
just that sound or hearing without the thoughts and 
emotions aroused by the particular interest in that 
sound or hearing. Similarly this ideal should be kept in 
mind in regard to the other types of mindfulness. 

Returning with his disciples from the collection of 
alms the Buddha saw Bahiya dead by the roadside 
attacked by a young calf. Buddha asked his disciples 
to take the dead body and cremate it.  

Buddha then said, "Babiya has followed the 
instructions given by me. Bahiya has attained to 
Arahantship." 

We can now see the importance of looking objectively 
at what comes our way. When anything comes our 
way, we must not readily succumb to its influence. 
We must watch it objectively. What comes our way 
may be a sight, a sound, a taste, a smell, a touch, or 
even a thought. There is  no suitable English word to 
express the idea - "what comes our way." The Pali 
word is "arammana" usually rendered by ‘object.’ 
These are the  things that come our way in life and if 
we instead of being dominated by them, took at them 
objectively we are going through life in the correct 
attitude. Today the world is suffering from an 
imperfect observation of these ‘encounters.’ To them 
are added the memory of our previous, reactions to 
them and our present tendencies in regard to them and 
we at once rush into action. This is folly. Let the 
picture impress itself fully on our mind.  Today we do 
not wait to catch the full import of such an –



encounter." Influenced by its superficial features we 
just rush to action. 

Look, for instance, at anything which is considered 
evil. Look at it objectively instead of permitting the--

habitual reactions of thought that are likely to arise 
hereby. Try get the full import of the sight. Look at it  
fairly and squarely, and calmly. Look at it long, undis-
turbed by the desires, emotions and considerations, 
which such a sight may arouse in you. Do not draw 
conclusions, and deductions. Just keep on looking, 
looking objectively, and depend upon it, the 
superficial gloss surrounding that evil will shed itself 
and you will not be deluded by that sight. The external 
comely appearance which characterizes and allures 
many an unsuspecting weak mind will fade away 
before the steadfast gaze of the bare observer and he 
will see things in their true light. He will see things as 
they are - yatha-bhuta-n ana-dassana - and when you 
see things as they truly are, you are no more a victim 
of delusion. This is the great message of Satipatthana. 
I have just spoken about the special meaning attached 
to mindfulness. Now let us proceed to the special 
procedure attachedbbb to the practice of mindfulness. 
At the outset it must be stated that this special 
procedure refers to the practice of the first object of 
mindfulness, namely, mindfulness of the body, and 
more especially to that special type of mindfulness of 
the body known as. anapana-sati or mindfulness of 
in-breathing and out-breathing. This type of 
mindfulness needs a special time and a special 
posture. The other types of mindfulness can be 
practised anywhere, at any time as the occasion arises. 

Now what is the type of place that has been recom-
mended for the practice of anapanasati or 
mindfulness of breath ? The Sutta says, arannagato 
va rukkhamulagato va sunnagaragato va—"in a 
forest, at the foot of a tree or in an empty house." 
The three types of places given connote a place of 
quiet, a place to which one can retire secure from 
the din and turmoil and very few gardens with large 
shady trees. In the village you do find gardens and 
trees, but villages are fast being converted into 



towns and they are no more the isolated places of 
silence and quiet they once were. Those living in 
busy towns and busy villages are therefore left with 
only the third type of place – Sunnagara - an empty 
house. Even this is not easy to find and one must 
therefore look for an empty room. Modern housing 
problems are such that even an empty room is not 
available to many. Overcrowding in houses and the 
system of living in flats make it still more difficult 
to secure an empty room. The next best thing is to 
select a quiet corner in a room, or better still this 
practice of mindfulness can be done on your bed at 
night or in the early hours of the morning when 
silence reigns supreme. 

Having found a place, you must stick to it. You 
lose much if you keep on shifting the place of 
practice. Then again you must have a special time 
and rigidly adhere to it. Remember the practice of 
'anapana-sati' is a meditation. It must be regular, 
and you must, realising its importance, not allow 
anything to interfere with its regular practice. It 
must be the same place every day and it must be the 
same time every day. These are important 
psychological factors that make for the efficacy and 
success of the meditation. The make-up of the 
human system is such that it easily responds to the 
rhythm of regularity. If you are accustomed to have 
a particular place and a particular time for your 
meditation, and if you are regular and sincere, 
depend upon it, when the meditating time 
approaches, you will not feel like doing anything 
else at that time, and you will be very greatly 
disappointed if something unavoidable prevents 
your meditation. Furthermore, as the time for 
meditation approaches, you will be pleased to see 
yourself getting into the meditative frame of mind. 
You will be surprised to see how bad thoughts will 
cease to enter your mind at that sacred hour, and 
even as you approach that habitual place of 
meditation - that place which should he sacred to 
you - you will again be suprised to see how easily 
the mind will respond to the discipline to which 



you have subjected it and how bad thoughts will 
cease to enter your mind. Even if they do, they will 
give way to good thoughts with great ease. So you 
must have a particular time and a particular place 
for this meditation. 

I must also remind you that it is very necessary 
that at available moments during the day you 
must hearken back to this meditation that you 
have practised at night or early morning. At 
odd moments during the day you should be 
able to retire to the silence of your mind, be 
restful amid the restless and practise this 
meditation, be it only for a few minutes. At 
such moments the requirements of special 
time, special place and special posture must 
necessarily be dispensed with. You may feel 
prompted to ask me "When can I, in this busy 
world, find the time during the day to practise 
any meditation at all"? My answer is “You 
certainly have the time.”  

This is no doubt a busy age, an age of speed 
and tension. A quick moving vehicle brings 
you to a place. Maybe you have to wait a little 
before you get into the next vehicle, which 
takes you to your destination. It is an impatient 
waiting for you. It is all tension. Here is one 
place where you can practise a little 
Mindfulness of Breathing (anpana sati). You 
come to a Railway station to buy a ticket. It is 
a long queue. You wait impatiently for your 
turn. Here is another place where you can 
practice anapana sati. You board a train and 
detrain at a Railway Junction, where you are 
impatiently walking up and down the platform 
waiting for the connecting train. It is tension 
for you.  

Here is yet another place where you can practise 
anapnna sati. You come tearing, down in your car 
and as you approach a junction, the green color 
of the traffic lights have just given place to 
amber. You curse yourself, and come to a halt. It 



is all tension for you as you impatiently wait a 
seeming eternity until the red color gives way to 
amber and another seeming eternity until amber 
gives way to green. In those two seeming 
eternities you can practise a little 'anapa sati.’  

Your tension will go, you will be all the calmer 
and better equipped to face whatever problems 
that are awaiting your attention. In the waiting 
room of a Railway Station, in the waiting room 
of a professional consultant, in train, in car or 
bus, why can you not practice a little anapana 
sati? Thus you will see that in the daily life of the 
busy, modern world, there are opportunities to 
retire into the silence of your mind and practise 
mindfulness for a few moments. 

We shall now proceed from consideration of 
place and time to considerations of the posture 
necessary for the practice of anapana sati. 

The Sutta says, "Nisidati pallankam abhujitva 
ujurn kayam panidhaya" - he sits down cross-
legged, keeping his body erect. This is a posture 
in which we should be able to remain motionless 
for quite a long time. Some people find it vary 
difficult to remain still even in a comfortable 
chair for at least half an hour without shifting the 
position of the hands or legs. It is necessary 
however to learn to adopt the cross-legged 
position and to remain motionless. This is 
specially necessary for the modern age which is 
essentially an age of motion.  

Look around you and it is all motion, motion, 
motion; and motion leads to commotion. All 
sense of calm is completely destroyed, and with 
disappearance of calm, the mind loses its healthy 
balance. Calm is the first step towards mental 
purity and mental strength, and this calm is 
distinctly lacking in the modern man. Once in a 
while, break away from this motion and 
commotion. Go to some quiet spot and remain 
motionless. This can have a remarkably soothing 



effect on the agitated mind of the modern man. 
The very act of remaining still will not only 
make you calm, but give you mental strength. It 
has a tonic effect on the mind, and even for that 
one moment of quiet silence and restfulness you 
will have a vague feeling that you are awakening 
to a sense of security and strength. By reason of 
the multiplicity of motions we have to perform in 
the modern world, by reason of the multiplicity 
of hurried actions, tense moments and anxious 
situations, there is great wastage of mental 
energy. Therefore, once in a while, if you can,  
just sit still for some time. You are conserving 
mental energy. The cross-legged position, the 
padmasana posture, as it is called, is best able to 
help you to maintain sustained motionlessness.  

By the fact that your legs are interlocked and 
your hands are brought together, there will not be 
any escape of the mental energies that are 
conserved by your meditative processes. It is also 
a physically well balanced position, the body 
weight being, equally distributed, and so you will 
find it easy to remain motionless in this position 
longer than in any other. By reason of keeping the 
upper part of body erect, there is perfect control 
of your breath. You can breathe more freely. 
Besides, there is an intimate connection between 
the spinal cord and the emotions. When you are in 
that position you can have easier control of your 
emotions. Those who find this posture difficult 
may sit on a straight-backed chair, keeping the 
body erect. Legs  should rest on the ground 
without strain. 

Now we shall proceed to explain the method of 
practicing the basic  Mindfulness of Breathing 
(anapanasati).  

Having chosen a special place, a special time and 
having adopted the special posture prescribed, 
you must now commence the practice of 
conscious breathing. Breathe calmly and. while 



breathing, be fully aware of your breath, but 
avoid. strain. Do not breathe forcefully. Breathe 
naturally and calmly, observing your breath all 
the while. Digharim va assasanto digham 
assasami'ti pajanati; digham va passasanto digham 
passasami'ti pajanati—Breathing deeply in, he 
knows he is breathing deeply in. Breathing deeply 
out, he knows he is breathing deeply out. 
Similarly, taking a short breath in, he knows he is 
taking a short breath in, and taking a short breath 
out, he knows he is taking a short breath out.  

The disciple must not identify himself with his 
breathing. He must: view the breathing 
objectively and not subjectively. He must not 
dwell on the fact that it is he who is breathing. He 
must contemplate this bare act of breathing and 
nothing else. He must maintain awareness of this 
breath, at all costs. All that is needed is this quiet 
awareness of the inflow and outflow of the breath. 
Remember this is not a breathing exercise. This 
is an exercise in mindfulness of breath. No 
retention of the breath is needed as required by 
the Yoga Sutra of Patanjali and other Hindu 
books. Perseverance in this mode of observation 
of breath will result in a deepening of the breath 
rhythm and the first noticeable effect will be a 
growing sense of calm and tranquility. There will 
also be better aeration of the lungs and a sense of 
physical well being, but this is a byproduct. 
Continued practice of anapana sati leads one on 
to the higher levels of Tranquility-Meditation 
(samatha bhuvana), bringing in their wake those 
exalted ecstasies known as the Jhanas. The 
disciple can however instead of pursuing the 
Jhanas, elect to pursue the path of Vipassana 
Bhavana (Meditation on Higher Insight) and 
obtain 0ipassana (Higher Insight). 

That the observation of the rise and fall of the 
breath can lead to all these great results is 
difficult for the modern man to appreciate. 
The Venerable Nyanaponika Thera in his 



book, The Heart of Buddhist Meditation,* 
says that "breath stands on the threshold 
between the voluntary and the involuntary 
bodily functions, and thus offers a good 
opening to extend the scope of conscious. 
control over the body"; we can therefore 
understand the great possibilities underlying 
systematic mindfulness of breath. He goes on 
to say that by reason of the continued 
observation of the rise and fall of the breath,   
"the heaving of the Ocean of Impermanence, 
its continuous. rise and fall can be observed 
well." The rise and fall of all beings and all 
things will be clearly perceptible to the 
disciple. This is not an intellectual 
understanding but a deep spiritual experience 
of a higher plane which comes with the 
realization of the rise and fall of the breath. * 
3rd enlarged ed., London 1962, Rider & Co. 
Henceforth the disciple ceases to act 
unwisely with regard to the body. He ceases 
to be the body's slave. Rising beyond the 
physical plane, be finds that there is no basis 
within the body which could logically 
support any notion of "I" or "mine." It is no 
more a case of "I am breathing." The disciple 
will thus find that there is no permanent 
principle within this body to which it is 
desirable or profitable to cling: Anissito ca 
viharati na ca kinci loke upadiyati, “He 
depends on nothing and clings to nothing in 
this world.” Realizing the impermanence of 
the body, he realizes the impermanence of all 
things.  He comes to understand things as 
they are. He touches a higher plane. That way 
lies Nibbana. 

There are yet other types of mindfulness of the 
body. There is mindfulness of the various parts of 
the body. The Sutta enumerates a list of 31 parts 
which are often heard repeated by pious devotees 
when they are observing the eight precepts. "Atthi 



imasmim kaye kesa loma nakha danta taco maitsain 
naharu atthi," etc. "There are in this body: hair of 
the head, hair of the body, nails, teeth, skin, flesh, 
sinews, bones, etc." The Sutta continues thus: 
“Just as if, O monks, there were a basket with 
two openings, full of various kinds of grain, 
namely hill paddy, paddy, green gram, cow-pea, 
sesame, rice; and a man with sound eyes, having 
opened it, should reflect thus “This is hill-paddy, 
this is paddy, this is green gram, etc.” in the same 
way a monk reflects on this body enveloped by 
the skin and full of manifold impurities, from the 
soles up and from the top of the hair down, 
thinking thus “There are in this body hair of 
head, hair of body, nails, teeth, skin, flesh,” etc. 
Another method of meditation on the body is to 
take each part separately, think of its location, its 
colour and shape and consider how loathsome 
and repulsive each part is. This minute dissec-
tion of the body into its various component parts 
will help to remove the illusion of "the body 
beautiful" and reveal its inherent impurity. The 
Commentary states: 

“No one who searches earnestly throughout the 
whole of this fathom-long carcass, starting from 
the soles of the feet upwards, starting from the 
top of the hair downwards, and starting from the 
skin all round, ever sees even the minutest atom 
of pureness; on the contrary he sees nothing but 
various very malodorous, offensive, drab-looking 
sorts of impurity consisting of the head-hairs, 
body-hairs, and the rest." 

This meditation is very necessary to the modern 
world which places an exaggerated importance 
on the body. Man is so attached to his body 
regarding it as his own precious possession that 
nothing short of a drastic dissection, as 
contained in this meditation, will arouse the 
sense of repulsion necessary to establish that 
elevating and lofty detachment with regard to 
one's body, which ultimately leads to a 



realization of the rise and fall of all things. He 
comes to see things as they are. He touches :a 
higher plane. 

There are two other types of mindfulness of the 
body, namely, mindfulness of the Four Elements 
and mindfulness of the decomposition of the 
body. In the former, there is a different kind of 
dissection of the body. The body is reduced to 
the four fundamental manifestations of matter, 
namely the element of earth, element of water, 
element of fire, and element of wind. These ele-
ments the human body possesses in common 
with all forms of inanimate matter. These 
fundamental qualities of matter are sometimes 
referred to as solidity, adhesion, caloricity and 
motion. This mode of dissection bringing out the 
thought that the body is not different from 
inanimate matter helps to establish in the mind the 
impersonal and impermanent nature of the body 
which is forgotten and obscured by reason of the 
great emphasis on the body placed by the modern 
age and ultimately leads to a realization of the rise 
and fall of all things. Seeing things as they are, he 
touches a higher plane. 

The mindfulness of the decomposition of the body 
is just as beneficial in its effect as any 
mindfulness based on the dissection of the body. 
When one contemplates the various stages of 
decomposition of the dead human body, how it 
becomes bloated, how it turns blue, how matter 
oozes out of the eyes, nose, mouth and other 
openings of the body, how it becomes a prey to a 
myriad of worms, how the flesh comes off the 
bones, one cannot avoid considering that the same 
fate can befall one's own body, which he views so 
tenderly. These drastic contemplations specially 
recommended for those obsessed with thoughts of 
lust which the tendencies of the modern age seem 
to engender rather than reduce, will also arouse 
the sense of repulsion necessary to establish that 
elevating and lofty detachment with regard to 



one's body which ultimately leads to a realization 
of the rise and fall of all things. Seeing things as 
they are, he touches a higher plane. 

We have concluded a detailed (though still 
incomplete) consideration of the first type of 
mindfulness, namely mindfulness of the body 
(kayanupassana), and let us now proceed to 
the second type, namely, mindfulness of 
sensations (vedananupassana) Here too, the 
disciple must view the matter objectively. He 
must not identify himself with any sensation 
that he experiences. Sensations, are pleasant, 
unpleasant and indifferent, and in regard to each 
of these sensations one must view the sensation 
and the sensation only. A man suffering from 
pain normally tends to identify himself so 
closely with the pain-feeling that he is unable to 
take a detached view of it. The pain is all-
important. He is overpowered by it. Similarly 
with regard to a pleasure sensation.  

Mindfulness of sensation helps one to stand out 
of one's body as it were and view these 
sensations with the detachment of a spectator.  

The commentary to the Satipatthana Sutta 
mentions the case of a Thera whose objective 
contemplation of a severe pain was so intense 
that when be was asked where the pain was, he 
was simply unable to locate the seat of pain.
  

To the disciple who thus trains himself to look 
with dispassionate calm upon the sensations 
without identifying himself with them, they 
sooner or later cease to assume the all-
important, all-compelling nature they once did. 
Sensations too will be regarded as part of the 
ever changing phenomena which constitute the 
life process. He knows that these sensations are 
not permanent. They too arise and pass away. 
Just as in respect of the body, so in respect of 



the sensors he will find that there is no basis 
which can logically support any notion of “I” or 
“mine.” It is not a case of "I feel" but "there is a 
feeling." In none of these fleeting sensations is 
there to be found any permanent principle to 
which it is profitable or desirable to cling. 
When the nature of sensations, their rise and 
fall, is thoroughly comprehended, the disciple 
as no longer moved by them. By observing the 
rise and fall of sensations, he observes the rise 
and fall of all things. He sees things as they are. 
He touches a higher plane. 

The third type of mindfulness is mindfulness of 
thoughts (Cittanupassana). Just as the disciple is 
expected to watch objectively the play of sensations 
on him, so he is expected to watch objectively the 
play of thoughts upon him. It is highly beneficial to 
mind the mind this way. Do we ever deal with 
thousands of visitors every day? Yes, we do. Every 
day thousands of thoughts enter our minds. We are 
so accustomed to this that we take these visitors for 
granted. Every thought we think influences us for 
good or bad. A subsequent thought however can 
modify the influence of the previous thought. A 
thought of anger, for example, has injurious effects 
on one's mind, and even on one's body; but if the 
immediately subsequent thought is one of an 
opposite nature or one of repentance and a 
realization that what was done was wrong, the 
injurious effects of the angry though may be 
modified. If we develop the habit of looking at any 
bad thought objectively, we can easily arrest the 
progress of that bad thought. Practicing 
Mindfulness of Thought is the cultivation of the 
habit of looking objectively at a thought and not 
subjectively and of being deeply aware of its 
presence.  

No thought should be able to enter the portals of 
our mind without our being fully aware of it. Then 
only are we free from being blindly led by the force 
of thoughts. When a thought of anger arises, one 
must be fully aware of this and tell oneself, "Now 



look, a thought of anger has entered my mind." By 
this introspection a subtle effect is produced. The 
angry thought loses its compelling nature. It has 
spent its force and cannot express itself as an angry 
deed.  This objective way of looking at any evil 
thought thus protects the disciple from its 
pernicious influence.  

Whenever any evil thought enters the mind, the 
watch dog of sati barks at the unwelcome visitor 
and cautions the disciple who can then induce a 
thought of an opposite nature to counteract the 
evil thought. The commentary to the Satipatthana 
Sutta mentions the case of Phussa Deva Maha 
Thera who would stop walking if in the midst of 
a walk an evil thought were to enter his mind. He 
would not resume his walk until he had banished 
the evil thought.  

The people of the place who had noticed this, 
used to wonder whether he lost his way or had 
forgotten something. But when at the age of 
twenty he became an Arahant, few only would 
have known how he achieved this. 

When an evil thought enters your mind, you must 
look at it fairly and squarely. Think of that 
thought and that thought only and not of the 
circumstances that gave rise to that thought or 
the mode of action suggested by that thought.  

Do not dwell on any such related questions. Look 
straight into that thought and dwell on it only.  

You will then be surprised to find how gradually 
that evil thought will lose its inviting nature. 
Persist in looking on. Like the philosopher 
defined by Pythagoras, just look on. That is all, 
and depend upon it that the evil thought will no 
more incite you to action.  

It may even disappear. It is not always easy 
to look into one's own mind. Man generally 
fights shy of looking too closely into his own 
mind since the awareness of his own silent evil 
thinking upsets his good opinion of himself. 



Continued practice of thought-mindfulness will 
help the disciple to understand that his thoughts 
are not himself. He will not identify himself with 
his thoughts. He will grow into the realization 
that, like the body, the mind also is not an entity 
but a temporary combination of passing things. 
This temporary assemblage gives the illusion of a 
permanent entity. As the constituent parts are 
impermanent and subject to change, so is the 
constituted combination. Just as the body is 
nothing more than a combination of hair, flesh, 
nails, teeth, all of which must perish, so is the 
mind nothing more than a combination or rather a 
succession of thoughts all of which arise only to 
pass away. The mind is compared to the flow of a 
river. Nadi-soto viya. The flow of thoughts makes 
the seeming entity of the mind. Just as drops of 
water, one following the other in rapid succession, 
give the impression of a line of water, similarly one 
thought follows another with such rapidity of 
succession that one is deluded into the belief that 
there is an entity called mind. Only the practice of 
Cittanupassana mindfulness of thoughts, will 
reveal that thoughts are impersonal in their nature, 
and that they are distinctly fleeting phenomena. 
They come and go; they arise and pass.  

The disciple thus realizes the rise and fall of 
thoughts. So, in respect of thoughts also he will find 
that there is no basis which can logically support 
any notion of "I" or "mine." It is not a case of “I 
think” but “there is a thinking.” In none oh these 
fleeting processes can there be found any 
permanent principle to which it is profitable or 
desirable to cling. He depends on nothing. He 
clings to nothing in this world. He sees the rise and 
fall of all things. He touches a higher plane, and 
that way lies Nibbana. 

We now come to the last and a very different type of 
mindfulness, mindfulness of mental objects 
(Dhamrnunupassana). The ‘AM' word dhanama 
has here a very special meaning. It means "contents 
of thought" or "mental objects," and specially refers 



to the Five Mental Hindrances (Panca ritvarana),* 
the Five Aggregates of clinging (Fanca 
Upadankkhandha), the Six Bases (Salayatana),  
They are: l. Sense desire, 2. III-wlll, 3. Sloth and 
Torpldity, 4. Restlessness and worry, 5. Sceptical 
doubt, - See The Wheel No. 26: The Five Mental 
Hindrances. Seven Factors of Enlightenment 
(satta bojjhanga),* and the Four Noble Truths 
(Cattari ariya saccavi).  

These are the dhamma referred to in the 
Satipatthana Sutta. Through the disciple's daily 
experiences he must be able to observe these 
dhamma or special mental objects. He must be 
alive to these conditions if they arise in him, and 
if they have not arisen in him he must b be aware 
that they have not arisen in him. It is not a 
theoretical knowledge of these ‘dhamma’ that 
matters. One must actually experience them and 
know them as such when they arise. For instance 
the Five Hindrances are not merely to be known 
theoretically as obstructions to spiritual progress, 
but one must be on the look out to recognise 
them as soon as they arise in the mind. Similarly 
whenever there is a dawning of the Truth, for 
instance the First Noble Truth, he should be able 
to recognise it as such.  

This meditation is both an antidote to evil 
thoughts and a preparation for the reception of 
the Truths of the Dhamma. In this manner all 
the daily experiences of the disciple can be 
brought into conformity with the contents of 
the Dhamma at some point or other. 
Contemplating thus the mental objects as they 
arise, the disciple again finds that there is no 
permanent principle to which it is profitable 
or desirable to cling. He depends on nothing. 
He clings to nothing. Again he touches a 
higher plane, and that way lies Nibbana. 

Sufficient has now been said with regard to the 
theory and practice of Satipatthana. Now we 
shall proceed to examine its applicability to 



modern life. First let us see how the modern 
world-conditions have evolved.* See The 
Wheel No. 1 : The Seven Factors of 
Enlightenment, by Piyadassi Thera.  

The 17th and 18th centuries saw a fairly 
contented world with a child-like faith in the 
comforts and hopes that religion affords. Then 
the next century saw the dethronement of 
Religion by Science. Science reigned supreme 
and the modern world was busy constructing 
all kinds of powerful instruments and mighty 
machines for the convenience of man. Then 
later Desire for world power made its 
appearance, threatening to take the place of 
Science. This led to a coalition between these 
two and, from that moment onwards, Science 
was prostituted for the sake of making 
instruments and machines, not for the 
convenience of man, but for his destruction. 
The first World War followed by the Second 
World War, brought about tremendous 
changes in the world, changes in the social 
structure, economic upheavals and political 
revolutions. Man began to lose faith in the 
ancient ways of thinking. Man began to decry 
religion. Future rewards for moral goodness 
ceased to interest him and his one desire was 
the full enjoyment of the present. Collectively 
as a nation, the desire was for full enjoyment 
of power, world power.  

Consequently there was a falling off of moral 
standards and the two World Wars have 
proved this. The so-called civilization of the 
modern world is but a thin coating of 
conventional politeness. The two world wars 
scratched that coating and laid bare the beast 
in modern man. The mass destruction of 
human life, the agonies in concentration 
camps, the unspeakable horrors of Hiroshima 
and Nagasaki bear witness to the unfortunate 
fact that the modern world is heading dan-



gerously towards destruction. Unless we cry 
halt we will be swept off by our own 
iniquities.   

The scientist of the modern world seems to 
think that he has done a service to humanity.
 What, I ask you, is the test of service? The 
modern scientific age has alleviated pain. Yes, 
it has cured diseases, discovered drugs and 
lengthened life. The modern Scientific Age has 
built great cities, great bridges and great 
factories. It has constructed marvelously efficient 
vehicles to travel on earth, on sea and through 
space. It has shattered distance, economized 
labor and captured time. But I ask you, has the 
modern scientific age invented one single 
instrument to make man more noble ? Has the 
modern scientific age invented one single 
instrument to help man to eliminate his lust, his 
hate or his delusion?  

Science has probed the external world and 
wrested from nature her secrets, but that way lies 
no salvation to man. There is another world, a 
more fruitful world for exploration, and that is 
the world of the mind. By dint of meditation 
explore that world and you will be rewarded with 
the intuition which will solve the problem of life. 
You will then secure that Panna or Higher 
Wisdom which will make you see things really as 
they are.  

Every little step you take in that direction is a 
step towards emancipation, a step towards 
Nibbana. The great drift, the dangerous drift 
today is away from true progress, and therefore 
the necessity for a counter-drift is as great. This 
is where the practise of satipatthana is important 
and relevant. By giving the modern man the 
necessary wisdom to understand evil tendencies 
as such, Satipatthirna helps to give a powerful 
pull in the right direction. Whenever the 
tendencies of the modern age drag you away 
from the path of righteousness, almost without 



your knowing it, the faithful watch dog of Sati 
can be depended upon to pull you back. Such is 
the strength of Satipatthana. 

The modern age is essentially an age  of rush 
and speed. Man really has no time to do any 
serious thinking. If he has any time to think, it 
is only to think as much as is necessary to run 
the giddy round of life from day to day. The 
consequence of not accustoming oneself to 
serious deep thinking is the liability to lose 
that power. If you do not use your hand for six 
months, it is liable to be atrophied. Similarly 
if you do not engage in deep thinking, that 
faculty too is liable to be atrophied and the 
danger is that you will then blindly adopt the 
patterns of thought set before you by the few 
who can dominate you. This is what is 
happening today. In the field of business, in 
the field of agriculture, in the field of 
education, in the field of politics, in the field 
of human activity, a few dominate the minds 
of the many. The majority just follow the 
thought patterns of the thinking few.  

Consider the amount of thought created for 
you today. You do not always consciously and 
deliberately decide on the type of 
requirements you need, do you?  

The profound effect to large-scale 
advertisement in the modern world is such, 
that some of your requirements are selected 
for you. Often without your knowing it, your 
clothes are selected for you, the books you 
read are selected for you, and the patent 
medicines you take are selected for you. Such 
is the subtle psychology of advertisement. 

Newspapers also are responsible for creating 
such impressive thought patterns.  

The majority of men are content to accept 
these views without question, There is very 



little original independent thinking today. This 
can only mean that the powers of 
concentration of the majority are very weak. 
The resultant danger is that modern man is 
handicapped in his spiritual progress for no 
one can progress spiritually unless he can 
concentrate and meditate.  

However good a life you may lead, unless you 
practise meditation, there is no guarantee of 
permanent moral rectitude. You may at any 
moment fall away from goodness. The easiest 
way to develop the power of concentration is -

to practise a little anapana sati each day. To 
no other type of meditation can the modern 
man betake himself so easily and this is the 
only meditation that can ensure immunity 
from external influences. 

Another feature of modern life is the stress that is 
laid on sex. Most things are managed and 
conducted today in such a way as to stimulate lust 
(raga) in you. Look around and see for yourself 
whether this is not true. Look at the number of 
trashy novels and obscene publications which in 
the name of literature find a place in any wayside 
bookshop, and you will realize the dismal depths to 
which human depravity has sunk. Look at the 
cinemas and dances of the modern world. What 
good, I ask you, have these cinema halls and dance 
halls, these beauty parades and these night clubs 
done to the modern man except to stimulate his 
lust? 

Unless from time to time the modern world is not 
reminded of the correct view regarding the human 
body, the emphasis on sex and the body will 
continue to becloud the mind of modern man to 
such an extent that all sense of proportion will be 
destroyed and the unreal will be mistaken for the 
real. The result will be confusion, disharmony and 
degradation. 

Another feature of the modern world is the morbid 
,craving for variety. The inability due to the absence 



of sati, to see things as they really are, and to 
distinguish the essential from the non-essential has 
resulted in a state of mental indecision and chronic 
dissatisfaction. The even tenor of life is too dull for 
him. He craves for sensations. He is fed on 
sensations. He will continually yearn for something 
fresh, something new. He cannot content himself 
with existing methods, situations and conditions. He 
will always look forward to new methods, new 
machines, new drugs, a new way of life, a new 
ideology. He is soon tired of existing things. Life is 
disappointing if there are no sensations. The morning 
paper is disappointing: if there are no banner head 
lines. This attitude is symptomatic of a disease - the 
disease of mental unrest. The advertiser and the 
business man are quick to exploit this weakness of the 
modern man. Before one model of any article goes out 
of use, another model is brought to the market. See the 
changing fashions of dress.  

See the changing types of furniture and other 
equipments. All these changes pander to this 
dangerous craving for variety. The only remedy for 
this ailment is to learn the art of - looking at things as 
they really are. Once a customer is, initiated into 
the art of looking at a thing objectively, he will not be 
easily influenced by advertisements. Objective 
observation will also help him to discover plenty of 
old wine in new bottles. The delusion of the 
importance of novelty is destroyed. Fully perceiving 
what is really essential in life, and fully distinguishing 
the essential from. the non-essential by the aid of sati, 
he is no more a victim of this craze for sensations. 

Now that I have shown to you the application of the 
Satipatthana Sutta to modern life, there is one more 
aspect of the subject which needs attention. You 
may perhaps think that the way of Satipatthana is 
long and weary and that within the space of one life 
the much-spoken of results of the practice of 
Satipatthana cannot be achieved. Has the Buddha 
ever said so? Has the Buddha ever said that 
Nibbana cannot be attained in this life itself? In a 
powerful oration in the Satipatthana Sutta, the 



Buddha, has emphatically declared that if any one 
practices these four types of mindfulness for seven 
years, then one or another of these two results may 
be expected by him - Arahantship here and now 
(dittheaa dhamme) or at least the state of Anagami 
(Non-returner), In the next sentence the Buddha 
says, "Let alone the question of seven years, O 
monks, six years is sufficient." In the next sentence 
He says in the same style that five years is 
sufficient.  

Thus in successive sentences He brings it down 
from six years to five, four, three, two and one year 
and thereafter to seven months, six months, five, 
four, three :and two months, then to one month, half 
a month and finally to seven days. This would 
show that the ability lo attain to Nibbana is not so 
much a question of time as a question of the 
intensity and eagerness of the mind of the disciple. 
Just consider seven days to attain to Nibbana. Quick 
results, are they not? The impatient modern man 
always yearns for quick results. Here is a guarantee 
of quick results.  

Why does not modern man accept this offer? 
Perhaps he feels that the promise is too good to be 
true. What matters is not views but action. The 
proof of the pudding is in the eating of it and not in 
any learned chemical analysis of its component 
parts.  

Therefore, I would, finally, make this appeal to you 
all, namely, stop all academic discussion about 
Satipatthana. Practise it quietly and observe the 
results for yourselves. “Ehi passiko,” said the 
Buddha, “Come and see for yourself." 
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