
WHY AND HOW WE MEDITATE 
Ajahn Sundara 

 
From the book: THE BODY 

Dhamma reflections on ageing, sickness and death 
By the nuns of the Theravada community. 

 
 

 In meditation we learn to look at our mind with an attitude of gentleness and 
loving kindness, and to recognize the three characteristics of all experience 
and phenomena: impermanence (anicca), unsatisfactoriness (dukkha) and 
no-self (annatta). Thus there is the realization that all phenomena are empty 
of self, empty of substance, empty of solidity and you witness and examine 
your mind in the light of those three characteristics. You can observe these 
characteristics at many levels: on the physical level of the body (rupa), on 
the level of mental and physical sensations (vedana), on the level of 
perceptions (sanna), or the level of thoughts and thought-constructs  
(sankhara). These characteristics can also be witnessed and examined at the 
level of the six senses (sight, hearing, smell, taste, touch, thinking) and their 
respective sense objects (vinnana – sights, sound, smell, taste, physical 
sensations, thoughts). 
  As you meditate, from moment to moment you are aware of what is here 
and now, weather it is a feeling, a thought, a memory, painful knees or 
pleasurable sensations. You don’t need to chase after anything or look for 
anything. Just like a dispassionate witness, or an onlooker, you notice how 
things appear and disappear, how they arise and fall, how they come out of 
nothing and go back into nothing. And as you sharpen your awareness, then 
you begin to see how what you thought was quite solid is in fact unstable 
and fluid. Things come together under certain conditions, and when those 
conditions disappear then the experience ends. 
  We examine the nature of our experiences not through a belief-system but 
through being mindful. We see for ourselves whether what the Buddha 
spoke was the truth or not. The practice is not a matter of simply believing in 
the three characteristics of anicca, dukkha, and anatta, but of using them to 
investigate. 
  When we begin our meditation, we start by noticing the mood we are in. 
What kind of mind state is present? Are painful or pleasant sensations in the 
body? What is the quality of the mind we sense right now? Is it relaxed, 
tense, upset, at peace, expanded or tight? It is important to be aware of the 



changing nature of the qualities of the mind in the present moment. 
Gradually, we begin to see the details of our mind more clearly- the 
thoughts, stories, sounds, smells, memories, feelings of aversion, attraction, 
sensations, and physical pain.  
  As you shine the light of awareness onto these states of mind, you find that 
something happens. There is a balancing. You notice that your grasping 
starts decreasing. At the moment of awareness, you are loosening your hold, 
you are letting go, and by letting go things change. Instead of clinging to 
your experiences, you are allowing them to follow their natural course, and 
that makes a huge difference. Check this out for yourself. When you are 
aware, the mind inclines towards letting go. You can feel the pain of 
attaching but your quality of attention gives space for seeing the process that 
creates and fuels suffering. When you are not aware, your mind clings, your 
mind sticks- this is dukkha. Mindfulness is the difference between clinging 
and not clinging. Simply by being mindful of each moment you are setting 
up conditions for things to change and for the mind to be released from 
suffering. It is wonderful when one can see this clearly. It is a liberating 
feeling, a liberating experience. 
  Developing mindfulness and focused attention takes a lot of patience. The 
Buddha emphasized the quality of patience because every time you turn your 
attention inward you will be aware of the experience of grasping and the 
suffering that results from it. Grasping doesn’t disappear overnight. Letting 
go is a long, gradual process – but it is also something that is instant, 
happening right now in each moment. Right now we can stop clinging and 
experience the peace of the non-grasping mind. Each time you let go, 
suffering can come to an end. But suffering can also return, and we have to 
be very patient to withstand the painful results of our grasping mind. It is 
easier once you understand that the way the Buddha taught is really the only 
way to go. There is no other way. It’s either that or suffering and more 
suffering. 
  Once you are able to sustain non-grasping for a bit of time, you’ll find that 
a radiance appears in the mind – a radiance and a sense of peace. You will 
also realize how close we always are to this peace and radiance. On the 
surface things often seem to be fraught with difficulties and agitation, but the 
surface is very thin. As soon as you let go for even a short while, you will 
discover a much deeper state of rest. And this state is not just mental; your 
body in turn is affected by this process of non-grasping and starts relaxing. 
  You can use a primary meditation object as a means of anchoring your 
heart/mind in the present moment. This object can be the breath, or a mantra 
such as ‘Buddho’ or ‘peace’, or for those who can hear it you can use ‘the 



sound of silence’. When you concentrate on those objects, after a while your 
mind settles down and you allow the meditation object to slip into the 
background as a reminder of the present moment. This helps you to keep the 
mind open – if you notice that your attention has been pulled away from 
your meditation object, you may also become aware of why this has 
happened – perhaps there was a feeling of aversion, or you became caught 
up in memories of the past or the future, or you reacted to an unpleasant 
feeling. 
  The sound of silence is a high-pitched drone or hum or ringing that you 
may hear in the background when you are still and listen carefully. If you 
use the sound of silence as a meditation object, you realize that it is always 
present and does not need to be created. The awareness of this sound may 
come and go at first. When you hear it, you are listening to a natural sound, 
nothing else. If you can’t hear it, don’t make any effort to hear it. You can 
use another object. You can feel the rhythm of your breath, or feel the body 
sitting, or use a short mantra. 
  These are simple things to keep you grounded in the present and sharpen 
your wisdom and the clarity of your mind. It takes effort to do that, and that 
effort itself generates clarity as well – just as concentration generates clarity, 
energy and mindfulness. As you meditate, make sure that your back is kept 
straight but relaxed. Whatever you are feeling, whether it is sleepiness, 
happiness, tiredness, misery, notice your response. Is there aversion? Are 
there any negative reactions or judgment or attraction? 
  You can sit quietly making peace with whatever arises in your field of 
consciousness. You can sit quietly making peace with the body. You can see 
for yourself the nature of  annica  (impermanence),  duhhha 
(unsatisfactoriness) and anatta ( the insubstantiality of all events that you 
witness in your heart). When the three characteristics inherent in all 
phenomena are clearly seen, your mind calms down, brightens and reaches 
the place of insight. You understand more deeply that whatever arises and 
passes away is constantly changing. It is not you or yours.  
It is anatta, not self.  


