SAMMA SAMADHI – RIGHT SAMADHI

RIGHT SAMADHI

The Canon defines right concentration in two ways. By far the most common definition is in the standard explanation of the noble eightfold path:
 “And what is right concentration? There is the case where a monk—quite withdrawn from sensuality, withdrawn from unskilful (mental) qualities—enters & remains in the first jhana: rapture & pleasure born from withdrawal, accompanied by directed thought & evaluation. With the stilling of directed thought & evaluation, he enters & remains in the second jhana: rapture & pleasure born of composure, unification of awareness free from directed thought & evaluation—internal assurance. With the fading of rapture he remains in equanimity, mindful & alert, physically sensitive of pleasure. He enters & remains in the third jhana, of which the Noble Ones declare, ‘Equanimous & mindful, he has a pleasurable abiding.’ With the abandoning of pleasure & pain—as with the earlier disappearance of elation & distress—he enters & remains in the fourth jhana: purity of equanimity & mindfulness, neither pleasure nor pain. This is called right concentration.” – MN 141.31

Another definition, which appears only once in the Canon, is this:

“Now what, monks, is noble right concentration with its supports & requisite conditions? Any singleness of mind equipped with these seven factors—right view, right resolve, right speech, right action, right livelihood, right effort, & right mindfulness—is called noble right concentration with its supports & requisite conditions.” – MN 117.3

Some have cited this second definition as proof that right concentration does not have to be defined in terms of jhana. However, MN 117 defines noble right resolve as “The thinking, directed thinking, resolve, mental absorption (jhana), mental fixity, focused awareness, & verbal fabrications (directed thought and evaluation) in one developing the noble path whose mind is noble, whose mind is without fermentations, who is fully possessed of the noble path.” Because any concentration equipped with noble right resolve would of necessity be jhana, it follows that the two definitions of right concentration are essentially saying the same thing. 

The Canon’s most informative passages on the jhanas illustrate them with similes, as at MN 119. It’s obvious from these similes that jhana constitutes a very pleasant and bright whole-body awareness.

The Commentary, however, defines jhana as a very intense trance-like state in which one loses all sense of the body. How this change in the definition of the term came about, no one knows. What is clear, though, is that it has created a large controversy within the Theravada tradition as to how necessary jhana is for Awakening. The easy way to resolve the controversy is to note that jhana, as defined in the Commentary, is not necessary for Awakening, whereas at least the first jhana as defined in the Canon is. Still, the issue has spawned a number of side-issues that are important to sort out, for they influence the way meditation is taught to this day.

These issues have been arranged in line with what might be called the Great Divide picture of Buddhist meditation. On one side of the divide, we are told, are two qualities: serenity (samatha) and jhana. On the other side, are three: mindfulness (sati), insight (vipassana), and discernment (pañña – sometimes translated as wisdom). According to the Great Divide picture, serenity meditation leads to jhana, mindfulness practice constitutes vipassana and leads to discernment. The controversies within the Theravada tradition are then boiled down to the question of whether the samatha/jhana track is a necessary prerequisite for the mindfulness/insight/discernment track. According to this dichotomy, jhana is a refreshing experience, but deep concentration is not necessary for insight. 

The Canon, however, does not support this picture of two tracks at all. In its depiction of meditation, all five qualities—serenity, jhana, mindfulness, insight, and discernment—have to work together to lead to Awakening. For instance, AN 10:71 maintains that serenity and insight are prerequisites for jhana:

“If a monk would wish, ‘May I attain—whenever I want, without strain, without difficulty—the four jhanas that are heightened mental states, pleasant abidings in the here-&-now,’ then he should be one who brings the precepts to perfection, who is committed to mental serenity, who does not neglect jhana, who is endowed with insight, and who frequents empty dwellings.” 

MN 119, quoted above, notes that the practice of jhana falls under the heading of mindfulness of the body. And MN 44 points out that the four frames of reference (foundations of mindfulness) are the themes of jhana:

“Singleness of mind is concentration; the four frames of reference are its themes; the four right exertions are its requisites; and any cultivation, development, & pursuit of these qualities is its development.”

And as for the interdependence of jhana and discernment:
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Thus, instead of teaching a Great Divide in his meditation instruction, the Buddha taught a harmonious blending of many interdependent qualities of mind. The duty of anyone following his instructions, then, is not to pick sides, but to develop all of these qualities in the right proportions so that they are mutually supporting, working together on the same side: the side of release.

For more reading on this topic, see the study guide Mindful of the Body (= Body Contemplation on Access to Insight) and Ajaan Lee’s book, Keeping the Breath in Mind (in particular, the seven steps at the beginning of Method 2 and the section on Jhana). All of these readings are on Access to Insight.
Practice

1. MN 39 lists a number of prerequisites to jhana practice: virtue, restraint of the senses, moderation in eating, wakefulness, mindfulness and alertness (full awareness in Bhikkhu Nanamoli’s translation), and abandoning the hindrances. Make an effort to foster these qualities in your daily life, and see what effect they have on your meditation. Restraint of the sense is often the hardest to develop in lay life, but remember: the Buddha’s not telling to put blinders on, simply to be aware, when you look at something, why you’re looking at it. If you see that you’re looking in order to foster lust or anger, consciously change the way you look. In other words, if something ordinarily provokes lust in the mind, consciously look for its unattractive features. (This is not just a practice for monastics. There are probably a lot of people you find attractive who would not be good for you to get involved in. Practice looking at their unattractive side.) Similarly with anger: If some situation ordinarily provokes your anger, look at its positive side.

2. Ajaan Lee defines the “evaluation” factor of the first jhana as the ability to adjust the breath so that it’s comfortable, and then to spread the comfort throughout the body. This parallels the Canon’s simile for the first jhana, in which the bathman kneads water throughout his ball of bath powder. Have you been able to develop this kind of whole-body pleasure in your practice? If not, set some time aside every day and focus specifically on this practice. The two extremes to avoid are (a) an obsessive striving to reach the perfect breath and (b) a tendency to drift off when the breath starts getting comfortable. The first can be avoided by learning to adjust the breath, not by using physical force, but by simply thinking, “Let the breath get comfortable on its own.” The second can be avoided by expanding your awareness as soon as the breath gets comfortable, and then making sure that you’re aware of the whole body with each breath. 

3. One of the main enemies of concentration practice is impatience—either being in a hurry to get some peace of mind, or to move on to the next step once you’ve gotten a little peace of mind. One way I’ve found for counteracting impatience is to think of the stillness of concentration as being like a plant: it starts from a little, unprepossessing seed; it’s going to grow at its own rate (as long as you keep it watered and fertilized), and when it’s grown it takes a while for the fruits to ripen. If you look only for full-grown plants, you miss the seeds. If you try to make it grow fast by pulling on it, you kill it. If you step on it in search of another plant, you never get the fruit. So if you’ve ever done any farming or gardening, bring that same mind set to your meditation practice. 
4. When the mind moves from the first to the second jhana, it’s rarely with the thought in mind, “I’m going to enter the second jhana.” Instead, it happens more organically when you see that you’ve adjusted the breath as far as it’s going to go, and the activity of evaluation starts seeming overly obsessive. That’s when you can drop it and simply move into the sensation of the breath, gaining a sense of oneness or unification with it. 
For further readings on Right Concentration, see the section on Right Concentration in The Wings to Awakening.
This note is taken from ‘A Study Guide on the Noble Eightfold Path’ by Thanissaro Bhikkhu
[First jhana]
"There is the case where a monk — quite withdrawn from sensuality, withdrawn from unskillful qualities — enters and remains in the first jhana: rapture and pleasure born from withdrawal, accompanied by directed thought and evaluation. He permeates and pervades, suffuses and fills this very body with the rapture and pleasure born from withdrawal. There is nothing of his entire body unpervaded by rapture and pleasure born from withdrawal.

"Just as if a skilled bathman or bathman's apprentice would pour bath powder into a brass basin and knead it together, sprinkling it again and again with water, so that his ball of bath powder — saturated, moisture-laden, permeated within and without — would nevertheless not drip; even so, the monk permeates, suffuses and fills this very body with the rapture and pleasure born of withdrawal. There is nothing of his entire body unpervaded by rapture and pleasure born from withdrawal...

[Second jhana]
"Furthermore, with the stilling of directed thoughts & evaluations, he enters and remains in the second jhana: rapture and pleasure born of composure, unification of awareness free from directed thought and evaluation — internal assurance. He permeates and pervades, suffuses and fills this very body with the rapture and pleasure born of composure. There is nothing of his entire body unpervaded by rapture and pleasure born of composure.

"Just like a lake with spring-water welling up from within, having no inflow from east, west, north, or south, and with the skies periodically supplying abundant showers, so that the cool fount of water welling up from within the lake would permeate and pervade, suffuse and fill it with cool waters, there being no part of the lake unpervaded by the cool waters; even so, the monk permeates and pervades, suffuses and fills this very body with the rapture and pleasure born of composure. There is nothing of his entire body unpervaded by rapture and pleasure born of composure...

[Third jhana]
"And furthermore, with the fading of rapture, he remains equanimous, mindful, & alert, and senses pleasure with the body. He enters & remains in the third jhana, of which the Noble Ones declare, 'Equanimous & mindful, he has a pleasant abiding.' He permeates and pervades, suffuses and fills this very body with the pleasure divested of rapture, so that there is nothing of his entire body unpervaded with pleasure divested of rapture.

"Just as in a blue-, white-, or red-lotus pond, there may be some of the blue, white, or red lotuses which, born and growing in the water, stay immersed in the water and flourish without standing up out of the water, so that they are permeated and pervaded, suffused and filled with cool water from their roots to their tips, and nothing of those blue, white, or red lotuses would be unpervaded with cool water; even so, the monk permeates and pervades, suffuses and fills this very body with the pleasure divested of rapture. There is nothing of his entire body unpervaded with pleasure divested of rapture...

[Fourth jhana]
"And furthermore, with the abandoning of pleasure and stress — as with the earlier disappearance of elation and distress — he enters and remains in the fourth jhana: purity of equanimity and mindfulness, neither-pleasure-nor-pain. He sits, permeating the body with a pure, bright awareness, so that there is nothing of his entire body unpervaded by pure, bright awareness.

"Just as if a man were sitting wrapped from head to foot with a white cloth so that there would be no part of his body to which the white cloth did not extend; even so, the monk sits, permeating his body with a pure, bright awareness. There is nothing of his entire body unpervaded by pure, bright awareness."

— Anguttara Nikaya (AN) 5.28
Alan’s Notes
Contrast to other limbs 
-not spelled out what wrong/unskilful samadhi might be (concentration divorced from other limbs of path?)
-outside usual realm of experience ( confusion in the tradition (fortunately Canon is clear and helpful)
Place in the path – cumulative or circular – spiral, snowball images
Role in the path
-pleasure not dependent on conditions – weakens clinging
-development of equanimity
-calm, focussed state useful for development of insight
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