
  

 

the practice of Dhamma, it conveys the sense of dukkha. 
Even a neutral sensation is dukkha if its impermanent nature 
is ignored. Therefore, the Buddha correctly used the word 
vedanā as a synonym for dukkha. 

In relation to the Four Noble Truths, the Buddha said in the 
Dyayātana-sutta of the Sutta Nipāta: 

Whatever suffering arises, it is because of sensation. This is 
the first anupassanā (constant observation). With the com-
plete cessation of sensation, there is no further arising of suf-
fering. This is the second anupassanā. 

The first anupassanā is the constant observation of vedanā as 
dukkha. The second anupassanā deals with the reality which 
is beyond the field of vedanā and beyond the field of contact 
with the six sense doors. This is the experience of nibbāna. 
By this second anupassanā, the meditator realizes the truth 
that in the field of cessation there is no dukkha, because there 
is no vedanā. It is the field beyond the sphere of vedanā. 

The Buddha continues in the same  sutta : 

Whatever sensations one experiences in the body: pleasant, 
unpleasant or neutral, inside or outside; all are suffering, all 
are illusory, all are ephemeral. A meditator observes that 
wherever there is a contact in the body, sensations pass away 
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This article was excerpted from a paper presented by the Vi-
passana Research Institute at the Seminar on Vedanā and 
Sampajañña held at Dhammagiri in 1990. 

The Four Noble Truths are the essence of the Buddha’s 
teaching. The Buddha states unequivocally that the Four No-
ble Truths can be understood, realized and practiced only 
through the experience of vedanā (sensation). 

He further analyzed the Noble Truths in the light of vedanā 
by saying: 

Whatever sensations one experiences, all are suffering. 

Not only is unpleasant sensation suffering, but pleasant sen-
sation and neutral sensation are also suffering, because of 
their impermanent nature. All vedanā  has the characteristic 
of anicca (impermanence), and because it is bound to pass 
away, pleasant sensation also has a seed of dukkha (suffering) 
in it. Because we are bound by ignorance, when a pleasant 
sensation arises we don’t perceive its real nature of imperma-
nence. Instead we react to it by developing craving and cling-
ing which eventually leads to suffering. Truly, craving is the 
origin of suffering. 

In fact, craving is not only the origin of suffering, but suffer-
ing itself. As craving arises, suffering arises. The Buddha 
elucidated the second of the Four Noble Truths not as the 
cause of dukkha, but instead as the origin or arising of duk-
kha. In other words, craving is not merely the precondition of 
suffering; it is itself inseparable from suffering. As soon as 
craving arises one loses the balance of the mind, becoming 
agitated and tense. In other words, one experiences dukkha. 

Similarly, when vedanā  arises and results in craving, it is 
dukkha. Thus whenever the term vedanā is used in relation to 
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Words of Dhamma 

Vediyamānassa kho panāha3, bhikkhave, 
ida3 dukkha3 ti paññāpemi,  
aya3 dukkha-samudayo ti paññāpemi, 
aya3 dukkha-nirodho ti paññāpemi,  
aya3 dukkha-nirodha-gāminī-pa5ipadā ti 
paññāpemi. 

To one who experiences sensations, meditators, 
I teach the truth of suffering, 
I teach the truth of the arising of suffering,  
I teach the truth of the cessation of suffering and  
I teach the truth of the path leading to the cessation 
of suffering. 

—A7guttara Nikāya 

Vedanā and the Four Noble Truths 
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(as soon as they arise). Realizing this truth, with the  extinc-
tion of sensation, the meditator is freed from craving, fully 
liberated. 

A person well-established in this truth becomes liberated 
from the habit of craving and clinging towards sensation and 
reaches the state where there is no more vedanā. A meditator 
who has experienced this state becomes freed from all desires 
and totally liberated. This is the stage of nibbāna as experi-
enced by an arahant. 

Therefore, to experience and understand the Four Noble 
Truths, i.e. suffering, its arising, its cessation and the path 
leading to its cessation, one has to work with sensations and 
realize the Truths of vedanā, the arising of vedanā, the ces-
sation of vedanā, and the path leading to the cessation of 
vedanā. 

This process is clearly described in the Samādhi-sutta of the 
Vedanā-samyutta : 

A follower of the Buddha, with samādhi (concentration), sato 
(awareness) and sampajāno (constant thorough understand-
ing of impermanence), knows with wisdom the sensations, 
their arising, their cessation and the path leading to their 
end. A meditator who has reached the end of sensations is 
freed from craving, fully liberated. 

The Buddha further says that the practice of the the Noble 
Eightfold Path has the purpose of understanding vedanā and 
reaching the state of vedanā-nirodha (cessation of sensation): 

There are these three types of bodily sensations. What are the 
three? Pleasant sensation, unpleasant sensation and sensa-
tion which is neutral. Meditators, the Noble Eightfold Path 
should be practiced for the complete knowledge, the full re-
alization, the gradual eradication and the abandonment of 
these three bodily sensations. 

Sensations are the tools by which we can practice the Four 
Noble Truths and the Noble Eightfold Path. By realizing 
the characteristic of impermanence we free ourselves from 
the bonds of ignorance and craving and penetrate to the ul-
timate truth: nibbāna, freedom from suffering, a state which 
is beyond the field of vedanā, beyond the field of mind and 
matter. 

Interview with Mataji 

Mrs. Ilaichi Devi Goenka, who is known to her family and 
students as Mataji (respected mother; a respectful form of 
address for elderly Indian women) was born in Mandalay, 
Burma in January, 1930. Her ancestors migrated from Rajast-
han, India to Burma about one hundred years ago. They were 
merchants, trading in grains and other commodities. She was 
one of three children, two girls and one boy.  

Mataji spent the first twelve years of her childhood in Man-
dalay, the old capital of Burma, in the house next door to the 
one where Goenkaji's family lived. As was the custom in 
those days, the marriage was arranged by  the families and 

she was engaged to Goenkaji at a young age. They were mar-
ried in Mandalay in early 1942.  

Goenkaji took his first Vipassana course with Sayagyi U Ba 
Khin in 1955. Mataji and other family members and friends 
also took courses and began practicing under Sayagyi's guid-
ance. In 1969  Goenkaji went to India and began conducting 
the first Vipassana courses there. Mataji stayed in Burma un-
til after Sayagyi's death in 1971 when they settled in Bombay.   

Goenkaji and Mataji have six sons, six daughters-in-law and 
eleven grandchildren, most of whom live together in a tradi-
tional joint family household in Bombay.  

The following interview was conducted through a translator 
in October 1991 for the Sayagyi U Ba Khin Journal.  

Can you tell us about your first meeting with Sayagyi?   

After Goenkaji did his first course, I went to the center and 
met Sayagyi. Sayagyi gave me Anapana at that time, and 
sometimes I would practice it. But, practicing only Anapana, 
I used to feel very heavy in the head. Sayagyi told Goenkaji 
that it was important that I also sit a course, that this was very 
important for Goenkaji's progress also.  

How old were you when you first met Sayagyi? What 
kind of a Dhamma teacher was he?   

I was perhaps twenty-seven or twenty-eight years old when I 
first met him. I remember that I felt very peaceful whenever I 
was with Sayagyi, but I also felt something very overwhelm-
ing inside, which is difficult to put in words.  

Can you tell us about your first course with Sayagyi?   

It was really quite a miracle! When I went to my first course I 
was very ill, I could not even climb the stairs leading up to 
the Dhamma hall. Two people had to support me and help me 
climb them. I was so ill that I could not even eat anything 
when I went. But after being given  Anapana and practicing it 
for just the first evening, I felt well again. The next day I 
could walk around, and eat, and unaided do whatever was 
necessary. The meditation was very helpful! (Laughter)  

Sayagyi spoke in Burmese and English, but you speak 
Hindi. How did you communicate? What were the dis-
courses like?   

Sayagyi didn't talk much. By gestures he would ask and by 
gestures I could reply, and that was more than enough. He 
gave very short Dhamma discourses of about fifteen to thirty 
minutes only. Goenkaji translated just a few lines to the In-
dian students. The main thing was that you had been shown 
the path, and how to work, and then you just worked!  

This was four years after Goenkaji took his first course?   

Yes, three or four years later.  

In those three or four years, did you notice any changes in 
Goenkaji?   

There was a great change! (Laughter)  
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During those years in Burma, did you know that your fu-
ture would become completely devoted to spreading 
Dhamma?   

Oh, no, I never knew anything!  

Did Sayagyi talk about your spreading the Dhamma?   

Sayagyi would very often say to me, “You have to work very 
hard! You have to do a lot of work, you have to work so 
much!”  I always understood that my life would be filled with 
domestic chores, so I wondered: why was Sayagyi telling me 
that I had to continue to do domestic chores throughout my 
life? (Laughter) I didn't know what Sayagyi meant. He never 
mentioned to us that we would have Dhamma work to do. He 
was training us, giving us Dhamma training, but without tell-
ing us. We didn't know!  

Sometimes Sayagyi would say, “Go and meet that student 
who is sitting on this course; see what you feel,” and other 
things like that. We were being trained to be sensitive, but 
we didn't realize that this was part of the training because he 
didn't explain it to us. Now we realize that he was always 
training us.  

After Goenkaji went to India to teach Dhamma, you 
stayed in Burma for another two years. Did you have any 
contact with Sayagyi at his center during this time?   

I had much more contact than before, a great deal more. 
When I went to Sayagyi's center after Goenkaji had gone to 
India, he showed me so much love and affection. He would 
ask, “How are you?”, just as if he were my father. He knew 
that I was separated from Goenkaji, and he was as concerned 
about me as any parent would be. He always asked about my 
welfare and whether things were going well at home. I would 
go to  his center and meditate, and then sit and talk a little 
with Sayagyi, and then I would feel so much better, very re-
laxed. There was so much  mettā (loving- kindness) in him. I 
felt it at that time particularly; he was filled with so much 
mettā.  

Did your own parents meet Sayagyi?   

Yes, both my mother and father did two ten-day courses with 
Sayagyi.  

When you and Goenkaji became established in Dhamma, 
did your parents notice a big change in your life? Were 
they happy for you?   

When we started the Dhamma work my parents felt a little 
taken  aback at first, because they feared we might not be able 
to take care of the children as we should, because of being 
absorbed in Dhamma work. But later on when they saw that 
things were going well, when they saw the good results of 
Dhamma and also that the children were on the right track, 
they also felt happy about our Dhamma work.  

Was there a period when Goenkaji had just taken 
Dhamma, that your family felt concerned for his wellbe-
ing, that he might be exploited?   

When Goenkaji went for his first course everyone in the fam-
ily was really worried. The fear was that if he turned to Bud-
dha Dhamma perhaps he would become a monk, and then 
what would happen to our family? Everyone in the family 
was discussing their worries and this strengthened my own 
concerns in that direction.  

But then, gradually, as the changes in Goenkaji became ap-
parent, and then when I did the course and later all the others 
in the family also, then all of that was washed away. After 
that, there were no fears, no apprehension, nothing like that.  

Can you tell us about the ceremony after Sayagyi died, 
how the people said goodbye to the body?   

After Sayagyi passed away, I felt so much emptiness inside, 
as though everything was finished. I went to the funeral, but I 
couldn't make myself go and see everything; it was beyond 
me. There was an electric cremation, and I didn't watch.  

After the funeral, we went home and sat for meditation. Then 
I felt peaceful, and much, much happier. Before that it had 
been terrible; I had felt very empty. Even going to the center 
to meditate became too much. It was as if the purpose of the 
center was gone when Sayagyi was not there. During one of 
my courses there, while I was sitting, I felt if there is no Say-
agyi, there is no center, there is no use in my coming here. 
Then I had the feeling as if Sayagyi were standing near me; 
but when I opened my eyes, there was  nothing. It was just a 
feeling inside, feeling his presence.  

After that experience, did all your confidence in Dhamma 
come back?   

The confidence in Dhamma was always there. That wasn't 
lost or shattered because of Sayagyi's passing away. His pass-
ing was just the experience of when somebody very near and 
dear to you dies suddenly. If you lose such a person suddenly, 
what a traumatic experience it becomes. You feel so empty 
deep inside. One feels bereft at the loss, but not because 
Dhamma is lost. And, with time all the wounds heal; then 
gradually you become normal once again.  

Before Sayagyi's passing, when Goenkaji was in India 
teaching, and you would go to the center, did Sayagyi 
have any advice or guidance for you, about your return to 
India and teaching Dhamma? Did he talk about the role 
you would play?   

He never told me directly that I would also go to India and 
then around the world on the Dhamma mission with 
Goenkaji. But he always said that he was very pleased and 
happy that Goenkaji had gone to India and was spreading 
Dhamma.  

In those early days, when Goenkaji was teaching the 
gypsy camps, did you help teach?   

Yes, I used to accompany Goenkaji to the Dhamma courses at 
the gypsy camps.  
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That must have been a big contrast from Sayagyi's center 
where it was so peaceful, so established. In the gypsy 
camps everything was so unpredictable.  

Yes, it was difficult. But that was part of it, and with the 
strength of Dhamma things would sort themselves out. Any 
upheaval which came would sort itself out, and settle down 
again without any problems.  

In those days, the gypsy camps were quite demanding. 
You were travelling to different parts of India, and the 
foreigners who came on the courses could be somewhat 
wild. It seems like a huge undertaking. How did you find 
it?   

It was a very rewarding and happy experience for me. When I 
found a change coming in the Western students, it was of 
course very rewarding. Because then we could see how much 
Dhamma can do for them, to change their life pattern. That 
was a big reward.  

As a loving and highly respected wife, mother and grand-
mother at the center of a traditional extended Indian fam-
ily, what value do you see in Vipassana for family life?   

It is very, very helpful for the joint family. If somebody asks 
for guidance, then one sees the situation from the Dhamma 
angle: one does not find fault with others, and gives the cor-
rect advice. On the other hand, if you are not asked for any 
guidance, then you are also happy. It is not as if you are boost-
ing your ego, that everybody must come and ask you for eve-
rything. If somebody asks, you give your opinion; otherwise 
you are content and happy within yourself. Vipassana is very 
helpful.  

Are Ānāpāna and Vipassana good for children?   

Yes, they are a big help to children because they get the seed 
of Dhamma planted in their early years, and then anytime later 
it can grow and develop. It is good for them, very good.  

How has Dhamma helped you? And, as a Dhamma 
teacher, how have you seen the technique help others?   

I have peace of mind. I am happy, and I don't care for other 
things. For me, Dhamma is a benefit all around. It gives peo-
ple peace of mind in all respects, and also helps them to carry 
out their duties in life. It is not money which brings happiness 
and contentment in the heart. If someone has no money, but 
has Dhamma, then such a person will feel, “Oh, I am full.”  
One will feel so content even if there is no money, because 
Dhamma is there.  

How do you feel about travelling so frequently, especially 
to countries where you do not speak the language?   

The journeys are tiring. We get off the airplane and just for a 
day or two it is very tiring. Because of travelling and because 
of the different vibrations all around, we are unsettled a little 
for a day. Once we start the course and get engrossed in it, 
then it is very peaceful and very nice.  

Although I do not understand the language, yet I feel very 
good within myself. The students ask questions, and although 

I don't understand them fully, it gives me happiness to be 
there.  

Many Westerners say that although you do not under-
stand English, they feel that you do understand. They feel 
that you understand very well what they say.   

(Laughter: Mataji is smiling, indicating to all that she has 
understood this comment.)   

I don't speak much because I am very aware of the fact that 
nothing wrong, nothing which is not truth, should come from 
me. I am very aware of this fact. Even from my childhood it 
has been my nature to speak less about matters involving 
many people. It is better to watch, better to be watchful than 
to be actively participating, talking.  

May we ask you, when Goenkaji is giving a Dhamma dis-
course, what are you doing?   

You want to know what I do at that time? (Laughter) I medi-
tate and keep giving mettā to everyone at that time.  

We've come to the end of our questions. Thank you, 
Mataji.   

Be happy. 

Sayagyi U Ba Khin Journal 

Two decades have elapsed since the death of the great Bur-
mese meditation master, Sayagyi U Ba Khin. The Vipassana 

Research Institute has published a new journal as a tribute to 
Sayagyi, whose life was dedicated to helping people find the 

way out of suffering. 

The journal contains biographical sketches of the chain of 
teachers and some of their writings, reminiscences about Say-
agyi by Goenkaji and other writings by Goenkaji, some of 

which have not appeared before in English. There are also 
articles by assistant teachers, accounts of student experiences, 
research papers by Vipassana Research Institute, and a sec-

tion on all the current Vipassana centers in the world. 

Assistant Teachers 

Derek & Yukiko Phillips, Japan 

Geoffrey While, Australia 

 

Junior Assistant Teachers (for children's courses) 

Mr. Sushil & Mrs. Jaya Sangoi, India 

Mr. Pawankumar & Mrs. Anuradha Gupta, India 

John & Veronia Logan, England 

Michael & Linda Dahm, Australia 

Ron & Helen Ranke, Australia 

The following appointments 
have been announced  


