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IV. Suffering Ceases Where Sensations Cease 

The following is the fourth in a series of articles on vedanā 
which originally appeared in the Hindi language Vipasyanaa 
Patrika during 1984-85. It has been translated and slightly 
adapted for western readers. 

Our ingrained mental habit is to reel in the pain of unpleasant 
bodily sensations, and to roll in the pleasure of agreeable 
ones. However, when we start to observe sensations objec-
tively, so many realities are revealed. 

One reality is that every sensation arises because of a contact: 
the contact of eyes with a vision, of ears with sound, of the 
nose with odor, of the tongue with taste, of the body with 
something tangible, of the mind with thoughts or with the 
body itself. The contact is essential for a sensation to occur; 
this is the inexorable law of nature. By the practice of Vipas-
sana meditation one can experience and understand this truth 
directly. 

But because of the ingrained mental habit pattern, even if 
the meditator tries to observe sensations objectively, one is 
liable again to sink into the slough of reaction, of rolling and 
reeling. For a short time one’s head may rise above the sur-
face of the water and then again one sinks below and is car-
ried away by the current, towards an unknown destination. 

As this experience repeats itself, gradually it becomes 
clear to the meditator that the mind is conditioned to wal-
low in sensations, whether pleasant or unpleasant. It de-
lights in pleasurable sensations, and by that very act gener-

ates aversion toward those that are disagreeable. This habit 
of the mind is called in Pāli assādo—relishing sensations. 
If the sensation is pleasant, one wallows in the taste of 
pleasure. If the sensation is unpleasant, one wallows in the 
taste of misery. 

As the meditator continues observing objectively, one further 
realizes the danger in sensations, their great potential for 
harm—in Pāli, adīnava. The habit of wallowing in sensations 
is a habit of stimulating craving and aversion in the mind. 
When these arise they intensify the sensations, which in turn 
strengthen craving and aversion. In this way starts a vicious 
cycle that feeds on itself. This is dukkha-samudaya-gāmini-
pa*ipada , the path leading to nothing but misery. The medi-
tator realizes that one has wasted so much of one’s time in the 
past walking on this path and thus increasing one’s suffering.  

Samāhito sampajāno, 
sato Buddhassa sāvako 
vedanā ca pajānāti, 
vedanāna- ca sambhava-, 
yattha c’etā nirujjhanti, 
magga- ca khaya-gāmina-. 
Vedanāna- khayā bhikkhu 
nicchāto parinibbuto.  

Words of Dhamma 
With concentration, comprehensive insight 
and awareness, a follower of the Buddha 
understands sensations 
and their arising, 
and where they cease, 
and the path leading to their extinction. 
With the extinction of sensation, the meditator  
is freed from craving, fully liberated. 

—Samādhi Sutta, Sa-yutta Nikāya, XXXVI. 1. 

On Vedanā 

by S. N. Goenka 
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Now, by the practice of Vipassana, the meditator starts to 
emerge from the habit of relishing sensations and to develop 
equanimity. As he or she does so, the meditator realizes that 
the vicious cycle of misery has been broken, at least tempo-
rarily, and one has stopped generating suffering for oneself. 
Surely then one has found the path leading to the cessation of 
suffering—dukkha-nirodha-gāmini-pa*ipada—by following 
which he will eradicate all the miseries of life. 

Having come to this point, now the meditator can see for 
himself or herself how important is bodily sensation, for from 
it two paths diverge: that leading to the arising of suffering, 
and that leading to its cessation. 

And now that one has experienced directly what suffering is, 
how it begins and multiplies, the meditator is careful to avoid 
the path leading to its arising, and to follow the path to its 
eradication. Continuing to observe sensations objectively, 
one experiences nissara1a—emergence from the habit of 
reacting in craving or aversion. 

When one begins the practice of Vipassana, most of the time 
one’s head may be below the surface of the water: one wal-
lows blindly in sensations, generating fresh craving and aver-
sion, fresh misery. As one develops skill in the practice, how-
ever, the periods of equanimous observation lengthen and the 
periods of blind reaction diminish. Once one stops generating 
new sa1khāras of craving and aversion, one experiences 
khayā—the destruction of sa1khāras of the past. Automati-
cally the accumulated past conditionings of the mind arise 
and are eliminated, layer by layer, until one reaches the stage 
of nirodha, that is, the nibbānic stage beyond the conditioned 
world of the senses. Anyone who practices Vipassana prop-
erly is bound to experience this ultimate truth sooner or later. 

In the time that one is experiencing the truth of nibbāna, the 
mind ceases to work, and therefore the moment-by-moment 
contact of mind and matter ceases. And because there is no 
contact, there can be no sensation. In this stage the six sense 
organs cease to function; therefore there is no possibility of a 
contact occurring between a sense object and any of these 
organs, and hence no sensation can arise. Thus by observing 
objectively, the meditator emerges from the habit of wallow-
ing in sensations, and reaches the stage in which all sensa-
tions and all suffering cease. The wheel of becoming has 
been shattered. 

Come, oh meditators! Let us work ardently, diligently, pa-
tiently and persistently to shun the path of the arising of suf-
fering, and to follow the path of its eradication, so that we 
may achieve real happiness, real peace. 

Paññā 

by the Vipassanā Research Institute 

The following paper was presented at the Seminar on Vi-
passsana Meditation held at V.I.A. Dhammagiri, India in 
December 1986. 

The Pāli term paññā  is derived from the root ñā, which 
means ‘knowing,’ with the addition of the prefix pa, meaning 
‘rightly.’ Thus, a literal English translation of the word paññā  

is ‘knowing rightly.’ Commonly used equivalents are such 
words as insight, knowlege, or wisdom. All of these convey 
aspects of paññā , but none of them corresponds exactly to 
the Pāli term. 

In the ancient texts paññā is defined more precisely as yathā-
bhūta-nā7a-dassana—that is, seeing things as they are, real-
izing their impermanent (anicca), unsatisfactory (dukkha), 
and substanceless (anattā) nature. It may be expounded as 
Pakārena pakārena jānāti’ ti paññā, i.e., “Since it knows 
[impermanence etc.] from different angles, that is why it is 
paññā.” The Visuddhi Magga elaborates: 

The characteristic of paññā  is to penetrate into the true 
nature of things. Its function is to dispel the darkness 
of ignorance, and not being bewildered is its manifes-
tation. Its immediate cause is concentration (samādhi ) 
according to the words, ‘He whose mind is concen-
trated knows and sees things according to reality.’ 

The suttas refer to three kinds of paññā. The first of these is 
suta-mayā paññā, the wisdom that arises from listening to 
others, from being instructed by others. It may also develop 
from reading the sacred texts. This type of paññā  is clearly 
dependent on an external source: the understanding of the 
person to whom one listens, or whose composition one reads. 
Thus suta-mayā paññā  consists in learning from others who 
are wiser or more learned than oneself. Its value lies in its 
ability to awaken in us the enthusiasm with which we can 
work to attain a particular goal. The goal in view may be of a 
worldly or a spiritual nature. For example, on the basis of 
what one has heard from others one may develop faith in the 
path of Dhamma, and this devotional acceptance may become 
the inspiration to try the path oneself. 

Acceptance on the basis of faith, however, is only a first step, 
and so the texts speak of a higher form of wisdom, cintā-
mayā paññā, the wisdom arising from one’s own thinking. 
This is the assimilation of what one has heard or read by 
means of the intellect, the process of analyzing a teaching to 
see whether it is logical and conforms to reality. Having gone 
through such a process one can then accept the teaching intel-
lectually. This, however, is still a borrowed wisdom. With 
this acceptance one may become thoroughly knowledgeable 
of the theory of Dhamma, and may be able to explain it to 
others. One may even be able to help others realize the fact of 
impermanence. Despite this, so long as one remains self-
centered, one keeps defiling the mind with craving and aver-
sion, and so strays ever further from liberation. Thus, merely 
intellectual understanding can become a great impediment to 
spiritual progress. 

The proper function of cintā-mayā paññā is to lead to the per-
sonal experience of the Dhamma. Thus, beyond devotional or 
intellectual acceptance, a third step is required: bhāvanā-
mayā paññā, the wisdom that develops in each of us by the 
inner realization of truth. This development of insight is also 
called vipassanā-bhāvanā , that is, Vipassanā meditation. The 
meditator makes right efforts and so realizes for oneself that 
everything in the world is transitory, unsatisfactory, without 
essence. This insight is not the acceptance of what someone 
else has said nor the product of deductive reasoning. It is 
rather the direct apprehension of the reality of anicca, duk-
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kha, and anattā, an intuitive and profoundly affecting experi-
ence that will inevitably transform unhealthy mental habit 
patterns and so lead to liberation from suffering. 

The specific tool that a Vipassanā meditator uses to develop 
experiential wisdom is bodily sensation, vedanā . By observ-
ing systematically and dispassionately sensations throughout 
the body, one realizes that they all have the nature of arising 
and passing away (uppāda-vaya); that is, they are imperma-
nent. Having realized this fact, one can see that not only pain-
ful sensations but pleasant ones as well are sources of suffer-
ing because of their ephemeral nature. And so the truth of the 
Buddha’s words becomes evident: Ya- kiñci vedayita- ta- 
dukkhasmi-—“Whatever is felt is related to suffering.” Fur-
ther, by seeing the fleeting nature of all sensations, the medi-
tator realizes how insubstantial they are, changing beyond 
one’s control and regardless of one’s wishes. 

The realization of anicca, dukkha, and anattā  develops by 
observing vedanā  since this is the most immediate and vivid 
way to experience the reality of ourselves. What is true of 
vedanā, however, is true of the other four aggregates—rūpa, 
saññā, sa1khāra, and viññā7a  [matter, perception, reaction, 
and consciousness]; that is, it is true of every aspect of a hu-
man being. This the meditator realizes automatically as one 
observes sensations throughout the body. In the process the 
entire reality of ourselves unfolds as evanescent, without es-
sence, bound up with suffering. The comprehensive insight 
thus achieved by direct experience is bhāvanā-mayā paññā , 
and so one might equally call it vipassanā-paññā. With this 
insight the mind sees things as they really are, and by doing 
so becomes freed from its past conditioning. 

Another word that the Buddha used to describe this all-
encompassing insight is the term sampajañña. Derived from 
pajānanā , ‘knowing,’ by adding to it the prefix sa-,  the 
word basically means ‘knowing together’ or ‘knowing thor-
oughly.’ Thus one commentary states, Sammā sammantato 
sāmam ca pajānanato sampajāno—“One has sampajañña  
who understands oneself rightly, in totality.” Elsewhere it is 
said, Sammāpakārehi aniccādīni jānātī’ tī sampajāno —“One 
has sampajañña  who understands in a proper way imperma-
nence as well as suffering and insubstantiality.” These words 
describe exactly the experience of a Vipassanā meditator. 

For one seeking to develop this comprehensive wisdom, the 
question will be: to know what, together with what? The tech-
nique of Vipassanā provides the answer: we must know bod-
ily sensations, since through them the totality of our nature 
manifests itself, both mind (nāma)  and matter (rūpa). It is 
through vedanā that we actually experience all phenomena. 
As the Visuddhi Magga states, Yā vedetī’ ti vedanā, sā vedi-
yāti lakkha7ā, anubhava rasā—“That which feels the object 
is vedanā; its characteristic is to experience; its function is to 
realize the object.” Therefore it is through vedanā that we can 
comprehend directly the nature of phenomena to arise and 
pass away. Further, with every sensory experience vedanā is 
present. As the Buddha said, Vedanā samosara7ā sabbe 
dhammā—“All the phenomena one experiences are accompa-
nied by sensation.” The task of a meditator is to cultivate this 
insight with every experience and at all times. If one succeeds 
in doing so, one's wisdom is truly sampajaññā—a complete 

and steadfast understanding of  one's own nature, which will 
lead step by step to liberation. 

The path may begin from a devotional or intellectual acep-
tance, but it proceeds to the direct experience of truth through 
the development of insight into one’s own nature. The Vipas-
sanā meditator attains this by observing bodily sensations. 
The deeper and more constant one’s insight, the closer it ap-
proaches to ultimate truth and the closer one comes to free-
dom from suffering. 

Paññā: The Pāramī of Widsom 

by S.N. Goenka 

Pāramīs are virtues—that is, good human qualities. By per-
fecting them, one crosses the ocean of misery and reaches the 
stage of full liberation, full enlightenment. Everyone who is 
working to liberate oneself has to develop the ten pāramīs . 
They are needed to dissolve the ego and to reach the stage of 
egolessness, to develop detachment. A student of Dhamma 
who aspires to attain the final stage of liberation joins a Vi-
passana course in order to develop these pāramīs . Little by 
little, one develops these pāramīs  in every course. They 
should be developed in day to day living as well. However, in 
a meditation course environment, the perfection of the pāramī  
can be greatly accelerated. 

The chief purpose of joining a Vipassanā course is to develop 
one’s own paññā—wisdom, or insight—in order to eradicate 
all the accumulated sa1khāra (mental defilements). One 
works to develop not just suta-mayā paññā, which is knowl-
edge of someone else’s wisdom, acquired by listening to dis-
courses or by reading scriptures; or cintā-mayā paññā , which 
is knowledge of Dhamma at the intellectual level. But rather, 
one works to develop bhāvanā-mayā paññā, which is one’s 
own wisdom, one’s own insight, arising within oneself and 
developed at the actual, experiential level. 

Practicing Vipassanā, one realizes the truth of the material and 
mental phenomena by actual experience, continuously pene-
trating the apparent, gross reality, and advancing toward ulti-
mate truth within the framework of one’s own body. One real-
izes anicca , the changing nature of matter, mind, and mental 
factors. One also realizes dukkha, suffering,  the unavoidable 
result of attachment to this changing phenomenon of mind 
and matter. Thus one develops anattā, egolessness. One un-
derstands fully well that within this ephemeral combination of 
mind and matter, there is nothing which one can call “I,” 
“me,” “mine,” nothing which one can possess or control. 
Rather, things keep changing according to the Law, the 
Dhamma. Realizing this truth at the experiential level, one 
emerges from attachment to one’s own illusory ego. 

Suta-mayā paññā and cintā-mayā paññā are good, helpful 
steps leading toward bhāvanā-mayā paññā. However, it is not 
enough to accept the reality of anicca , the changing nature of 
the material-mental phenomena, at the devotional level, or at 
the intellectual level. It is only the realization of anicca  at the 
actual, experiential level by the practice of Vipassanā which 
enables  one to eradicate defilements, dissolve the ego, and 
develop the true pāramī  of paññā. 
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Questions and Answers  

The following is from an interview with S.N. Goenka which 
appeared in the September/October 1989 issue of  Yoga 
Journal. 

Could you say a little about the four noble truths? 

Again, these are so universal. Nobody can deny the first noble 
truth, the reality of suffering. Association with undesirables 
[undesirable objects, people, situations] and disassociation 
from desirables brings suffering. So the first noble truth, the 
truth of suffering or misery, is universal. The second noble 
truth, the cause of misery, looks different from the inside than 
from the outside. It seems that I am miserable because some-
thing happened outside that I didn’t want to happen, or some-
thing didn’t happen according to my wishes. But deep inside, 
everyone can realize that the misery I am suffering is caused 
by my reaction of craving or aversion. I like something, and I 

generate craving. I dislike something, and I generate aversion. 
This second noble truth is common to all. 

So, too, the way to come out of misery is common to all, be-
cause you have to eradicate the root of your misery, where 
craving and aversion start. At a gross level, a good way to do 
that is to practice sīla—that is, don’t perform any action, 
physical or verbal, that will disturb or harm other beings, be-
cause simultaneously it will harm you. Then work with 
samādhi ; control your mind. But mere control is not suffi-
cient; you must go deep and purify your mind. Once it is puri-
fied, craving and aversion are gone, and you have reached the 
stage where there is no misery at all. It’s all so scientific; peo-
ple accept it so easily. Of course, if we keep fighting over 
dogma, difficulties arise. But I say, just practice and see: Are 
you suffering or not? Isn’t this the cause of the suffering? And 
isn’t it eradicated by practicing in this way? 

The Silence of Wisdom 

Listen to the sound of water. Listen to the water running 
through chasms and rocks. It is the minor streams that make a 
loud noise; the great waters flow silently. 

The hollow resounds and the full is still. Foolishness is like a 
half-filled pot; the wise man is a lake full of water. 

The hermit can talk of many things with good sense and preci-
sion. He can describe the Way Things Are from a position of 
knowledge. There is much that he can talk about from that 
position. 

But when a man of knowledge retains his self-control, when a 
man of knowledge speaks only a little, then you have found a 
man of wisdom, a man for whom that silence is appropriate 
and deserved. Such a man has found the “silence of wisdom.” 

 —Sutta-Nipāta, III. 11, Nālaka Sutta, 42-45 (720-723) 

(tr. H. Saddhatissa, pub. Curzon Press) 

Bāhara varCā jala jhare, 
taru tri1a nirmala hoya, 
bhītara pragyā jala jhare, 
tana mana nirmala hoya. 
  
Cita cita ko mailā kare, 
durjana deya banāya. 
Cita cita kā śodhana kare, 
to sajjana bana jāya. 
  
Samajhe dukha ke mūla ko, 
kare mūla para vāra, 
to nirodha ho dukkha kā, 
khule7 mukti ke dvāra. 
  
Pala pala jāge kāmānā, 
pala pala mana becaina. 
Dekha kāmanā tyāga kara, 
pāe sukha kī caina. 

As outside falls rainwater, 
cleansing trees and grass, 
inside falls the water of wisdom, 
cleansing body and mind. 
 
Mind defiles the mind 
and turns it to evil. 
Mind purifies the mind 
 and turns it to virtue. 
  
Understand the root of suffering 
and strike at the root. 
Then suffering will cease 
and the door of liberation will open. 
 
Moment by moment craving arises, 
moment by moment the mind is agitated. 
Abandon craving and observe; 
you find happiness and serenity. 
be naturally flower-strewn. 

—Dohas of S. N. Goenka 
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