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Change is inherent in all phenomenal existence. There is 
nothing animate or inanimate, organic or inorganic that we 
can label as permanent, since even as we affixed that label 
on something it would undergo metamorphosis. Realizing 
this central fact of life by direct experience within himself, 
the Buddha declared, “Whether a fully enlightened one has 
arisen in the world or not, it still remains a firm condition, 
an immutable fact and fixed law that all formations are im-
permanent, subject to suffering, and devoid of substance.” 
Anicca (impermanence), dukkha (suffering), and anattā 
(insubstantiality) are the three characteristics common to all 
sentient existence. 

Of these, the most important in the practice of Vipassana is 
anicca. As meditators, we come face to face with the im-
permanence of ourselves. This enables us to realize that we 
have no control over this phenomenon, and that any attempt 
to manipulate it creates suffering. We thus learn to develop 
detachment, an acceptance of anicca,  an openness to 
change, enabling us to live happily amid all the vicissitudes 
of life. Hence the Buddha said: 

To one who perceives impermanence, oh meditators, 
the perception of insubstantiality manifests itself. 
And in one who perceives insubstantiality, egotism 
is destroyed. And [as a result] even in this present 
life one attains liberation. The comprehending of 
anicca  leads automatically to a grasp of anattā and 
dukkha, and whoever realizes these facts naturally 
turns to the path that leads out of suffering. 

Given the crucial importance of anicca, it is not surprising 
that the Buddha repeatedly stressed its significance for 
seekers of liberation. In the Mahā Satipa  hāna Suttanta, 
the principal text in which he explained the technique of 
Vipassana, he described the stages in the practice, which 
must in every case lead to the following experience: 

[The meditator] abides observing the phenomenon of 
arising...abides observing the phenomemon of pass-
ing away...abides observing the phenomenon of aris-
ing and passing away. 

We must recognize the fact of impermanence not only in its 
readily apparent aspect around and within us. Beyond that 
we must learn to see the subtle reality that every moment 
we ourselves are changing, that the “I” with which we are 
infatuated is a phenomenon in constant flux. With this ex-
perience we can easily emerge from egotism and so from 
suffering. 

Elsewhere the Buddha said: 

The eye, oh meditators, is impermanent. What is im-
permanent is unsatisfactory. What is unsatisfactory is 
substanceless. What is substanceless is not mine, is 
not I, is not my self. This is how to regard eye with 
wisdom as it really is. 

The same formula is repeated for ear, nose, tongue, body, 
and mind—for all the bases of sensory experience, every 
aspect of a human being. The Buddha then continued: 

Seeing this, oh meditators, the well-instructed noble 
disciple becomes satiated with eye, ear, nose, tongue, 
body, and mind [i.e., with sensory existence alto-
gether]. Being satiated he does not have passion for 
them. Being passionless he is set free. In this free-
dom arises the realization that he is freed. 

In this passage the Buddha makes a sharp distinction be-
tween knowing by hearsay and by personal insight. One 
may be a sutavā, that is, someone who has heard about the 

Sabbe sa"khārā aniccā'ti 
yadā paññāya passati, 
atha nibbindati dukkhe; 
esa maggo visuddhiyā. 

Words of Dhamma 
All created things are impermanent— 
when one observes this with insight, 
then one becomes detached from suffering; 
this is the path of purification. 

–Dhammapada, XX. 2 (277) 
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Dhamma and accepts it on faith or perhaps intellectually. 
That acceptance, however, is insufficient to liberate anyone 
from the cycle of suffering. To attain liberation one must 
see truth for oneself, must experience it directly within one-
self. This is what Vipassana meditation enables us to do. 

If we are to understand the unique contribution of the Bud-
dha, we must keep this distinction firmly in mind. The 
truths of which he spoke were not unknown before him and 
were current in India in his time. He did not invent the con-
cepts of impermanence, suffering, and insubstantiality. His 
uniqueness lies in having found a way to advance from 
hearing truth to experiencing it. 

One text that shows this special emphasis of the teaching of 
the Buddha is the Bāhiya Sutta, found in the Sa.yutta Ni-
kāya. In it is recorded an encounter of the Buddha with Bā-
hiya, a wanderer in search of a spiritual path. Although not 
a disciple of the Buddha, Bāhiya asked him for guidance in 
his search. The Buddha responded by questioning him as 
follows: 

What do you think, Bāhiya: is the eye permanent or imper-
manent? 

Impermanent, sir. 

That which is impermanent, is it a cause of suffering or 
happiness? 

Of suffering, sir. 

Now, is it fitting to regard what is impermanent, a cause of 
suffering, and by nature changeable as being “mine,” being 
“I,” being one’s “self”? 

Surely not, sir.  

The Buddha further questioned Bāhiya about visual ob-
jects, eye consciousness, and eye contact. In every case 
this man agreed that these were impermanent, unsatisfac-
tory, not-self. He did not claim to be a follower of the 
teaching of the Buddha, and yet he accepted the facts of 
anicca, dukkha and anattā. The sutta thus documents that, 
among at least some of the contemporaries of the Buddha, 
ideas were current that we might now regard as having 
been unknown outside his teaching. The explanation, of 
course, is that for Bāhiya and others like him the concepts 
of impermanence,  suffering and egolessness were simply 
opinions that they held—in Pāli, mañña. To such people 
the Buddha showed a way to go beyond beliefs or philoso-
phies, and to experience directly their own nature as im-
permanent, suffering, insubstantial.  

What then is this way he showed? In the Brahmajāla Sut-
tanta the Buddha provides an answer. There he lists all the 
beliefs, opinions, and views of his time, and then states that 
he knows something far beyond all views: 

For having experienced as they really are the arising 
of sensations and their passing away, the relishing of 
them, the danger in them and the release from them, 
the Enlightened One, oh monks, has become de-
tached and liberated.  

Here the Buddha states quite simply that he became 
enlightened by observing sensations as manifestations of 
impermanence. It behooves anyone who aspires to follow 
the teaching of the Buddha to do likewise. 

Impermanence is the central fact that we must realize in 
order to emerge from our suffering, and the most immediate 
way to experience impermanence is by observing our sen-
sations. Again the Buddha said, “There are three types of 
sensation, oh meditators, [all being] impermanent, com-
pounded, arising owing to a cause, perishable, by nature 
passing away, fading, and ceasing.” 

The sensations within ourselves are the most palpable ex-
pressions of the characteristic of anicca. By observing them 
we become able to accept this reality, not merely out of 
faith or intellectual conviction, but out of our direct experi-
ence. In this way we advance from merely hearing about 
the truth to seeing it within ourselves. 

When we thus encounter truth face to face, it is bound to 
transform us radically. As the Buddha said: 

When a meditator thus abides mindful with proper 
understanding, diligent, ardent, and self-controlled, 
then if pleasant bodily sensations arise in him he 
understands, ‘This pleasant bodily sensation has 
arisen in me, but it is dependent, it is not independ-
ent. Dependent on what? On this body. But this 
body is impermanent, compounded, arising from 
conditions. Now, how could pleasant bodily sensa-
tions be permanent that arise dependent on an im-
permanent, compounded body, itself arising owing 
to conditions?’ 

He abides experiencing the impermanence of sensations in 
the body, their arising, falling, and cessation, and the relin-
quishing of them. As he does so, his underlying condition-
ing of craving is abandoned. Similarly, when he experi-
ences unpleasant sensations in the body, his underlying 
conditioning of aversion is abandoned; and when he experi-
ences neutral sensations in the body, his underlying condi-
tioning of ignorance is abandoned. 

In this way, by observing the impermanence of bodily sen-
sations, a meditator approaches ever closer to the goal of 
the unconditioned, nibbāna. 

Upon reaching that goal, Kondañña, the first person to be-
come liberated through the Buddha’s teaching, declared, 
Yam kiñci samudayadhamma. sabba. te nirodha-
dhamma.—“Everything that has the nature of arising also 
has the nature of ceasing.” It is only by experiencing fully 
the reality of anicca  that he was eventually able to experi-
ence a reality that does not arise or pass away. His declara-
tion is a signpost to later travelers on the path, indicating 
the way they must follow to reach the goal themselves. 

At the end of his life the Buddha declared, Vaya-dhammā 
sankhārā —“All created things are impermanent.” With his 
last breaths he reiterated the great theme of which he had 
spoken so often during his years of teaching. He then 
added, Appamādena sampādetha— “Strive diligently.” To 
what purpose, we must ask, are we to strive? Surely these 
words, the last spoken by the Buddha, can only refer to the 
preceding sentence. The priceless legacy of the Buddha to 
the world is the understanding of anicca  as a means to lib-
eration. We must strive to realize impermanence within 
ourselves, and by doing so we fulfil his last exhortation to 
us, we become true heirs of the Buddha. 
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Vipassana Meditation and the  

Treatment of Chronic Pain 

by Dr. George Poland 

George Poland is a senior assistant teacher and a medical 
doctor practicing in Quebec, Canada.  

The purpose of Vipassana meditation is to liberate the 
mind, not to cure physical disease. Nevertheless, meditation 
shares a common goal with the practice of medicine: the 
alleviation of suffering. In medicine there are many ways of 
approaching this goal, each with its own system of treat-
ment. The basic procedure, however, remains the same: we 
must discover the cause of the suffering and eradicate this 
cause. Then suffering will naturally come to an end. 

In treating acute illness, a doctor usually tries to strike at the 
root cause of the malady in order to restore the patient to 
health. At the same time, various methods may be used to 
reduce the patient’s suffering. While the process of healing 
is going on, for example, a patient with a throat infection 
may be given antibiotics to eradicate the invading bacteria, 
as well as painkillers to reduce discomfort. 

However, patients suffering from chronic pain may receive 
quite different treatment. Such cases usually involve an in-
curable condition, causing constant or recurrent pain. Since 
the underlying disease is incurable, attacking its cause will 
not alleviate the suffering. Hence, another approach must be 
taken. 

To grasp that approach, we must distinguish between pain 
and suffering. Pain is unpleasant physical sensation of vary-
ing intensity. Suffering is the mental reaction to this sensa-
tion. Another way of looking at it is to define suffering as 
the difference between what we are actually experiencing, 
from moment to moment, and what we would like to be 
experiencing. An experience is, yet for various reasons we 
want it to be something else; hence we suffer. The reaction, 
or suffering, only adds to the painful experience. The physi-
cal pain becomes a mental pain, and a vicious circle of suf-
fering is created.  

In the usual attempts to alleviate pain, drugs are prescribed 
to dull the patient’s awareness. However, this approach is 
not advisable for chronic pain, because painkilling medica-
tions have side-effects if taken for long periods. Further, 
their efficacy gradually diminishes, necessitating ever larger 
dosages that can lead to addiction and worse side-effects. It 
makes more sense to attack the mental side of suffering 
rather than only the physical pain. To eradicate the suffer-
ing, the patient must learn to observe the pain objectively 
without reacting to it, accepting it as it is , by coming to 
understand its inherent nature of impermanence. By gradu-
ally developing equanimity toward the pain, one can break 
the old habit pattern of reacting and thus emerge from suf-
fering. This is obviously easier said than done. However, I 
have found that with proper instruction and constant en-
couragement, patients can learn to ‘live in the present mo-
ment.’ As they learn to keep bringing their awareness back 
to physical sensations and to develop even a little equanim-
ity, they find their ability to deal with chronic pain has im-
proved. 

In my practice, I deal almost exclusively with sufferers from 
chronic pain caused by such conditions as arthritis, migraine 
headache, or lower back pain. Most have already tried vari-
ous treatments to alleviate their symptoms, yet the pain re-
mains. The treatment which they receive at our clinic is a 
combination of acupuncture, physiotherapy and meditation 
(both Anapana  and a gross form of Vipassana, as I will ex-
plain later). Acupuncture itself alleviates pain without pro-
ducing any side-effects. However, here I wish to concen-
trate on the effects of meditation. All the patients are taught 
the practice of Anapana (awareness of the natural breath-
ing), so as to train their minds to stay in the present mo-
ment. This exercise prevents the mind from wandering into 
the past or future—in other words, from worrying about 
their disease. Such worries only multiply tension and stress, 
adding to the suffering. Thus mindfulness of respiration by 
itself decreases stress and suffering.  

In addition, we use a form of physiotherapy known as 
Transcutaneous Electrical Nerve Stimulation (T.E.N.S.). 
Small rubber electrodes are placed on the surface of the skin 
in the area of pain, and a vibrating electrical stimulation is 
applied at an intensity which the patient can easily feel, and 
yet which is not unpleasant. These vibrations remove the 
apparent solidity of the pain. During the procedure, which 
lasts twenty to thirty minutes, the patient is instructed to 
relax and remain motionless, either lying down or sitting. 
The patient is also asked to keep bringing awareness back to 
either respiration or the sensations of the vibrating T.E.N.S., 
whenever the mind wanders away. 

In this way the patient practices either Anapana  or a very 
gross form of Vipassana (awareness of bodily sensation), 
gradually developing equanimity toward the vibrations and 
pain, and slowly coming out of the old habit pattern of re-
acting with negativity to unpleasant sensations. After some 
time patients can continue treatment at home with their own 
T.E.N.S. machines and, of course, meditation. I have found 
this combined approach to the treatment of chronic pain to 
be very effective. The vast majority of patients report a de-
crease in the pain, less stress and nervousness, less depres-
sion and better sleep patterns. Although acupuncture cer-
tainly is responsible for some of this improvement, I con-
sider that the main benefit arises from the patients' develop-
ment of awareness and equanimity regarding their pain. 
This mental change, in turn, strikes at the root cause of their 
suffering. The effect is all the more evident in patients who 
continue home treatment of T.E.N.S. and meditation with-
out any acupuncture. 

Of course Vipassana meditation is not intended for curing 
or treating any physical ailment. Still, it was with good rea-
son that the Buddha was known as the Great Physician. For 
the Buddha, all beings were suffering from an apparently 
incurable disease known as existence, which invariably was 
associated with chronic pain and suffering. His prescription 
of Dhamma, given twenty-five hundred years ago, is still 
valid today. Anyone who practices Vipassana meditation 
properly will surely strike at the root  cause of misery and 
will gradually emerge from suffering. 
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lalongkorn University. He stressed the universality of the 
Dhamma: whether or not people call themselves Bud-
dhists, if they generate defilements in their minds, they are 
bound to suffer. 

 

California Vipassana Center Update 

Last September the California trust made an offer on a piece 
of property near the town of Yorkville in northern Califor-
nia. The purchase was contingent on obtaining a use permit 
to hold meditation courses for 200 people. Much effort went 
into the preparation of plans and the application for permis-
sion to develop the site into a center. However, on March 15 
the planning commission rejected the use permit applica-
tion. The trust then withdrew its offer on the property. With 
guidance from Goenkaji, the trust is continuing the search 
for a new site. In the interim courses will be held from June 
to September at a rented facility near Santa Cruz.  
 
Seminar on Meditation & Health 
November 27 - December 9, 1990 

This coming winter the Vipassana Research Institute 
(V.R.I.) will sponsor an international seminar at Dham-
magiri on the theme “Vipassana Meditation, the Science of 
Living a Healthy and Happy Life.” V.R.I. invites health 
care practitioners from all aspects of the healing professions 
and other meditators to submit papers. These papers will 
explore the application of Vipassana in the field of health 
sciences, both tradtitional and alternative, particularly its 
role in promoting health and preventing disease. The semi-
nar will follow the standard form of recent Vipassana semi-
nars: Nov. 27, 4-6 p.m.: inaugural session; Nov. 27, 8 p.m. - 
Dec. 8, 7 a.m.: practice in Vipassana (pa ipatti); Dec. 8, 10 
a.m. - Dec. 9, 5 p.m.: presentation of papers, deliberations 
and conclusions (pariyatti). 
 
Those who wish to contribute scientific papers (not to ex-
ceed 1000 words, please) should send two copies before 
September 29, 1990 to: Dr. R.M. Chokani, M.D. (Psy.), 
Shivam, Natwar Nagar Rd. No. 4, Jogeshwari (East), Bom-
bay 400 060, India.  

International News 

Report from Dhammagiri 

In 1989, forty-one courses were held at Dhammagiri, serv-
ing over 5800 students. This represents an increase in atten-
dance of nearly forty percent over the previous year.  

The perennial water problem, an ongoing concern since the 
Academy’s inception nearly fifteen years ago, has now been 
solved. Whereas the municipality formerly limited summer 
usage to 10,000 liters per day, a new bore well is now pro-
viding 150,000 liters per day. 

Goenkaji’s travel schedule in 1990 includes visits to Thai-
land, Europe and Australasia. During his stay at the Euro-
pean center Dhamma Mahi in July, Goenkaji will give give 
Dhamma discourses for the first time in many years. These 
will be videotaped in order to provide a higher quality set  
for the hundreds of ten-day courses conducted around the 
world each year. 

International Seminar 

The second international Vipassana seminar was held at 
Dhammagiri from February 17 to March 2. The theme was 
“The Importance of Vedanā [sensation] and Sampajañña 
[thorough understanding of impermanence] in Vipassana 
Meditation.” The seminar made a significant contribution to 
increased understanding of these two pivotal aspects of the 
Buddha’s teaching. 
 
The seminar began with a ten-day course, allowing the 
250 participants to appreciate the importance of vedanā 
and sampajañña in the actual practice (pa ipatti) of Vipas-
sana. The second part of the seminar, attended by 500 peo-
ple, explored the theoretical understanding (pariyatti) of 
Vipassana. Thirty-five papers were presented over a two-
day period.  
 
The seminar was attended by lay people as well as monks 
and nuns from 18 countries. A special delegation of 27 peo-
ple attended from Burma. The delegation included five dis-
tinguished monks as well as people working in journalism, 
business and government. 
 
It was a joy to those present to hear Goenkaji give eve-
ning instructions in three languages: Hindi, English, and 
Burmese. 

 

Goenkaji's Visit to Thailand 

In March, the fourth ten-day Vipassana course in this tradi-
tion, and the first in the presence of S.N. Goenka, was held 
in Thailand. The site was a private conference center on the 
outskirts of Bangkok. The course was attended by about 
100 people. 
 
At the end of the course there was much enthusiasm for 
more courses. More and more material is being translated 
into the Thai language, and some of the Thai students are 
planning to visit Dhammagiri. 
 
Thailand is a country which is fortunate to have had the 
Buddha’s teachings from early times, and where there is a 
strong foundation of devotion to these teachings. 
Goenkaji has given two public talks in Thailand, at Chu-
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Questions and Answers 

The following questions and answers are from The Art of 
Living by William Hart (Harper & Row, 1987).  
 
Aren’t there any chance happenings, random occur-
rences without a cause? 

Nothing happens without a cause. It is not possible. Some-
times our limited senses and intellects cannot clearly find it, 
but that does not mean that there is no cause. 
 
Are you saying that everything in life is predetermined? 

Well, certainly our past actions will give fruit, good or bad. 
They will determine the type of life we have, the general 
situation in which we find ourselves. But that does not mean 
that whatever happens to us is predestined, ordained by our 
past actions, and that nothing else can happen. This is not 

the case. Our past actions influence the flow of our lives, 
directing them toward pleasant or unpleasant experiences. 
But present actions are equally important. Nature has given 
us the ability to become masters of our present actions. 
With that mastery we can change our future. 

But surely the actions of others also affect us? 

Of course. We are influenced by the people around us and 
by our environment, and we keep influencing them as well. 
If the majority of people, for example, are in favor of vio-
lence, then war and destruction occur, causing many to suf-
fer. But if people start to purify their minds, then violence 
cannot happen. The root of the problem lies in the mind of 
each individual human being, because society is composed 
of individuals. If each person starts changing, then society 
will change, and war and destruction will become rare 
events. 
 


