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Samatha at Home 20 

 

Dear friends,  

At last sunshine is starting to greet us in the morning – and many have started to get the vaccine. 
The doctrine of impermanence certainly became a great deal more appealing to me in the middle 
of dark February lockdown afternoons…but spring is now on the way. 

Most of us are still under regulations of varying degrees – we are still at home, many of us, and 
many working very hard indeed if out of the house, or in. Overwork seems to be a bad lockdown 
habit or, sometimes, necessity. So the Saturday morning dhamma talks and the twice-weekly 
meditation practices have really kept many of us going. You just never know what you are going 
to get! Thank you to the Sowers, our teachers’ representatives, for organising these. And many 
thanks to those involved in all the work setting these up: Veronica Voiels, Roberta Sissons and Noel 
Hamill (Saturday talks); Rosemary Rose (Wednesday evening practices); and Maaike Blok 
(Saturday morning practices). We really appreciate this, and the events are becoming part of many 
people’s weekly rhythm!  

Online meditation days have also been popular, as have the study groups that have been 
burgeoning out. These groups have been particularly welcome for those who might not get a 
chance to go to such a group otherwise, whether in the UK or abroad. The chance to study texts, 
meditation and practices of various kinds with others in the same tradition is lucky for us all.  

We are not a large organisation, and learning the stages of the meditation takes time and care.  
Unlike many other systems, you need regular contact with a teacher, and, ideally a group, over 
quite a long period for this practice to blossom.  We all need to chat about the meditation, have a 
chance to discuss our own, and to feel the support of others for the practice to flourish. We like to 
take care to offer the practice in that way. But in the lockdowns we seem to have found ways to 
extend outwards, so that kind of personal contact and small group practice can happen on a 
slightly wider scale.  There are meditators all over the world now doing samatha breathing 
mindfulness with the Samatha Trust (UK) or the Samatha Foundation (USA). Perhaps in time we 
can hope to have groups of meditators in the many European countries where people have been 
learning this practice online! Germany, Belgium, Holland and France seem to have growing groups 
of samatha practitioners. Further afield, in India and Sri Lanka we also have new groups. Greatly 
influential in this has been Peter Harvey’s online course, which started well before lockdown – 
there are samatha meditators from that, many of whom are in Europe, who started with this 
course, and have become highly experienced meditators, able to visit Greenstreete for meditation 
weeks and weekends when they can.  

It represents an enormous act of faith and commitment to start learning meditation in this way. 
So it has been so refreshing in the larger online meditation groups to have the input of our 
European friends, pioneer meditators in this enterprise. As well as the Americans who sometimes 
join us too….We have had many welcome visitors, and hope in time we can ‘visit’ you online too! 

At the start of the lockdowns last year, Jas Elsner and the Sowers decided to offer another 
experiment: ongoing beginners’ meditation classes. Several meditation teachers have happily 
taken these on. According to Jas almost 45o people have applied to learn samatha in this way. The 
range of experimental classes of this kind has been wide: some started with a daily practice, that, 
once they were settled, moved on to a weekly class. Some started on a weekly basis, or a twice 
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weekly basis. People basically choose what suits them and the teacher. And in time, people who 
learn in this way can move on to larger groups too, though usually staying with their initial teacher. 
Some who start, of course, do not stay. But it is very noticeable that the kind of person who is 
adventurous enough to start meditation in this way tends to be a sticker too. It has certainly been 
fun to think of these groups of people from just about everywhere in the UK and in so many other 
countries. We look forward to meeting you all in time!   

So that brings us to think about meditation classes and courses over the summer. Dare we think 
that the centres may be open before long? It is starting to look that way, and we hope by the 
summer some of us will be able to stay at the centres at Milton Keynes and Greenstreete, and that 
Manchester will be open for courses and events too. I think we will be hearing more about that 
from the Sowers soon. 

Meanwhile, we hope you are continuing to keep well and staying in good spirits.  

Many thanks indeed for contributions from Catherine Cody, Richard Jones, Charles Shaw, and 
Lizzie Wray for this issue. Do please send contributions when you can! 

With warm wishes,   Sarah and Guy 

sarah99shaw@gmail.com         guy.healey@outlook.com  
 

 

mailto:sarah99shaw@gmail.co
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Our video story this month is Anāthapindika and the Goddess. It is from the Dhammapada 
commentary, about a goddess who is banished from the house of the Buddha's chief lay disciple 
and how she comes to make amends for her misdeed. These are the events behind verses 119 & 
120 of the Dhammapada. 
 
You can watch the video by clicking on the link below: 
 
https://player.vimeo.com/video/517587029 
 

All previous issues of Samatha at Home can be found at: www.samatha.org/samatha-at-home 

https://player.vimeo.com/video/517587029
http://www.samatha.org/samatha-at-home
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The Following 
 

If you watch lots of police procedurals on TV (one of those lockdown pleasures!), you 
know that following is an art: when the cops are following someone they sometimes need 
to be completely unobserved, and not put the person you are following off by indicating 
their presence. If they draw attention to themselves, or interfere, they will not find where 
it is, or what it is, or who it is, the person can lead them to. If we follow someone or 
something, we watch carefully but stay just behind and let them take the lead. The second 
stage of the practice, the following, can seem odd if you are used to the numbers. But it 
too is a matter of doing just what we do if we follow a footprint trail, or follow a friend in 
a car, or even “follow” on Twitter: we just have to wait to see where they are going, and 
follow.  
 
I started to enjoy the following when I realised that you need to let the breath go as it 
wants to, and find out what it is doing naturally. Really it is a matter of following it rather 
than then disturbing it with interventions or intrusions, a bit like it does not know at first 
we are doing it: we are aware but don’t give advice or shout instructions! It seems rather 
like deer or birds seen on a walk in the countryside. You might need to ‘stalk’ it a bit and 
follow quietly, not getting in the way of the creature otherwise you do not find what it 
wants to do. Our breath is just such a creature: watched without interference, it can follow 
its own rhythms, and, by listening and looking at it carefully it becomes a leader. If we do 
this, it does show us the way to find what we want, and finds an opening. 
 
So here are some thoughts on ‘following’. Buddhaghosa lists the four stages of the 
practice as the beginning of a longer one: counting (ganaṇā); following (anubandhana), 
touching (phusanā) and settling or establishing (ṭhapanā). The first, the counting, uses the 
same word as we would in say, counting money out by hand (Vism 278). The following is 
the word anu. This has many meanings: after, alongside, frequent(ly), repeated(ly), close 
or near. The word bandh means ‘bind’ or ‘attach to’. So you are indeed following the breath 
closely, and you are hoping to attach your attention to it – but you do it by not getting in 
the way of it. So it is an alertness to what the breath is doing. In fact anubandhana also 
means pursuing with intent, and is used like that in Pali just like in the police procedurals! 
 
Buddhadāsa, a twentieth-century monk and teacher in Thailand, puts this well in 
Mindfulness with Breathing: a Manual for Serious Beginners:  
 
At last we come to the noting, the contemplation, of the breathing. To start, we must 
have sati (mindfulness or reflective awareness). We begin to use sati by being mindful of the 
in and out breath. We train sati by noting that we are about to breath in or about to breath 
out. Let the breathing go on comfortably and normally. Let it be natural. Do not interfere 
with it at all. Then contemplate each breath with mindfulness. How are we breathing in? 
What is the out-breath like? Use sati to note the ordinary breath. In the beginning we develop 
and train sati using a technique called "following" or "chasing." The in-breath starts at the tip 
of the nose and we imagine that it ends at the navel. The out-breath, we imagine; begins at 
the navel and ends at the tip of the nose. In between is the space through which the breath 
runs in and out. Sati contemplates the properties of this movement in and out from the tip 
of the nose to the navel, and then back and forth. Do not allow any gaps or any lapses. This is 
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the first lesson: contemplate the breath with sati…. The only thing that matters is to 
contemplate the breath as if chasing it, without ever losing it. It goes in and stops a moment. 
Then it comes out and pauses a moment. In and out, in and out, with short breaks in between. 
Note everything and do not let anything slip by. Do not allow empty spaces where the mind 
might wander. Keep the mind constantly on the breathing in and out.  
 
https://www.dhammatalks.net/Books3/Bhikkhu_Buddhadasa_Anapanasati_Mindfulness_
with_Breathing.htm#LECTURE%20TWO 
 
 
Buddhadāsa here clearly likes the image of chasing or pursuing. If the breath is at the 
shortest length, it might feel a bit as if you are on a car chase in your favourite cop show. 
But one thing to remember is that that is the point to release tension and effort and follow 
the breath in a light, even and calm way: you need to stand back from any excitement one 
can get with that length of breath in ‘normal’ life.  And another thing to bear in mind with 
the following is that our breath is blameless. We cannot get annoyed with it for doing what 
it wants to do – that is breathe in and out of the body! Not only is it ‘not guilty’, we cannot 
manage without it and it is just doing its job. It might even like to help us. So it is useful to 
remind ourselves of that sometimes when it does not seem to be doing what we want it 
to. It may also know something we don’t – that we are forcing things too much for 
instance, and need to let the rhythm of the practice re-establish itself.  Or it may be 
reflecting some disturbance, like an unpleasant feeling left over from a tense interchange 
earlier on in the day, that is making a kind of glitch in the breath somewhere in the 
stomach. We may be ‘carrying’ this, even though we are not thinking of it. By allowing 
ourselves to notice this and observe it, we give the breath a chance to let go of the 
problem, which it may have been storing up for quite a few hours without our noticing. So 
our breath is a kind of memory pool.  It is showing us disturbances we have had during the 
day or week, or even very longstanding tensions and difficulties. We can trust what it is 
showing us. Listening is then helpful. Listening to, as well as watching, the breath can really 
help give it room to do what it wants while we watch it. In fact some people, from the very 
start of the practice, are much more alert to ‘hearing’ the breath, which can become 
quieter and quieter just as the breath becomes more peaceful. 
 
Once we regard the breath as an ally and a source of direction and knowledge, we may 
find it can show us things we have also forgotten, which are also good.  Becoming still in 
the practice may remind the breath of the settled feeling that was there on a meditation 
week, for instance, a long time ago, and that sense of peace can allow it to show us the 
way forward, even though the practice may have been many years before.  It may be able 
to nourish something that is just starting in the meditation, like a feeling of confidence and 
balance. The following is then a good stage to do just that: to follow the breath, and find 
out where it may be leading us. 
 
By and large, I think most people, but not all, enjoy the following. It is a chance to let go of 
the numbers and find out about the breath itself. One usually finds there are ragged or 
jerky bits in its passage. Sometimes these are always at the same place. It is a bit like when 
you are cooking and making flour and butter go to the breadcrumb stage. You sift and sift, 
and notice the bits getting finer and finer. So it is when the knotty parts of the breath are 

https://www.dhammatalks.net/Books3/Bhikkhu_Buddhadasa_Anapanasati_Mindfulness_with_Breathing.htm#LECTURE%20TWO
https://www.dhammatalks.net/Books3/Bhikkhu_Buddhadasa_Anapanasati_Mindfulness_with_Breathing.htm#LECTURE%20TWO


 7 

observed, and eventually something becomes very satisfying as you realise that the knot 
has loosened up, and the energy locked in there has eased out. The following is a time to 
go to a deeper level of feeling, that we might not have been aware of during or the day, 
or, if we have been upset, to find that it can be greatly reassured and allayed simply by the 
evenness of the breath and following it in its course. The following feels like the time to 
enjoy the breath just for itself.  
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Stillness at the centre 
 
 

While I was listening to a dhamma talk on the long sutta, I visualised that in our lives we 
are like individual (mandala) wheels.  The hub of the wheel is our home — our safe haven 
where the merit of our heartfelt intentions, of practicing loving kindness  accumulate. 
 
The spokes of the wheel are our days.   The hours of the day are the journey from leaving 
our hub (after waking up) until we return (prepare for sleep).   
 
A morning meditation practice and Dhamma study reinforces our right intentions for a 
peaceful day, meeting living beings with calm, loving kindness in thoughts and in actions.  I 
imagine that by the middle of our day, we have reached the rim of the wheel and return 
along the spoke back to our home, the hub. 
 
Before going to sleep, we reflect on our experiences and how we feel from our day's 
journey.  Were we mindful of what was around us; what is near, in between and what was 
far away? Did we practice loving kindness, with loving intentions to other living beings and 
to our ourselves?  
 
It would seem that one would notice accumulative positive, peaceful tomorrow's from the 
effects (kamma) of ones' mindful days.  Contentment, compassion and happiness would 
touch others.  At the end of our physical life, our hub would shed its spokes 
and metamorphose (spin away, if you will) with the merits of loving kindness to the next 
realm. 
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Moving in circles: samatha breathing mindfulness practice 

 
Visiting the ground floor of the Chicago Art Institute years ago, I stumbled on a Japanese 
room, an evocative recreation of arts and culture.  I found a curious installation: sixteen 
simple tall wooden posts, each about two metres high, and each arranged about two 
metres apart from one another in fours. This could be enjoyed by walking around them. 
The arrangement was exactly like the grid we use to describe our practice. So I liked 
wandering around, as it reminded me so much of tracking a samatha breathing 
mindfulness practice. It had an inherent beauty and simplicity: the structures made it clear 
to me how the four x four structure is an extraordinary work of art in itself.  
 
If you walked around it, you could try different paths around, but always needed to get 
from one place to another. You could not skip a stage. You walked around and then got a 
sense of the whole: finding a way of keeping each post in mind kept a sense that you pass 
through one stage to get to another.  It was rather like some Japanese Zen gardens, that 
can never be ‘seen’ completely from one spot. At no one point can you encompass the 
whole garden: you have to treat them as landscapes to steer around. Only when you do 
this do you get a feel for the whole. Some principle was embodied: all ways of approaching 
and understanding the breath were covered by just wandering around this simple design, 
set in the ground, but you do not experience different stages at the same time.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
This installation came to mind when someone in a meditation group recently asked about 
the full moon practice. This is the practice where you go when you go around the ‘edges’ 
of the grid: from the longest of counting, to the longer, shorter and then the shortest to 
one corner; and then ‘across the stages’ to the shortest of settling. That takes you to 
another corner. Then you go through the stages to the longest of settling, to another 
corner, and then through all the longest stages back to the longest of counting. Why is this 
practice called a ‘full moon’? My only answer was that it sounded nice, made people feel 
they would like to do it, and that made a circle of around the ‘square’ that sets out our 
practice when you did it. It seemed a bit like making a circumambulation of homage around 
all the edges of the installation, if the practice were shown in that way.  (You can also do 



 10 

this practice clockwise, longest of counting to longest of settling down to the shortest and 
back along to the shortest of counting and return via each stage to the longest of 
counting). 
 
But this got me thinking. I felt an experiential truthfulness in some reflections in an earlier 
newsletter about breath, and how it moved and changed like the moon: full of ebb and 
flows of a cyclical rhythms. Our breath feels circular, or rhythmic. Could the grid we use be 
could be designed in a different way?  I am not a topographer, and the one we have works 
fine for me. Could our practice be demonstrated by more organic or circular means?  
 
One way seemed to be demonstrated by this pattern made as water turned to ice in our 
local river in the recent frosts: experientially, going through the stages of the samatha 
practice feels something like that to me: perhaps a less rounded curve, like the ones nearer 
the bottom of the picture for the longest, and the great arc like going up to the shortest 
and then back again. Or someone may prefer the suggestion that the steep arc is the 
longest breath, and the lines near the bottom the shortest. Either way, it looks like the 
breath feels. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
This picture felt to me like doing a samatha breathing mindfulness practice. 
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Then I went back to the image of a circle. In a recent talk, Usha McNab discussed aspects 
of layers unfolding in the meditation in relation to the structure of an onion. The image felt 
resonant and truthful on many levels.  So the practice could be seen like this: 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The counting could be seen as the outer layer: the gradual clearing away of the obvious 
hindrances and problems of the day and outer ‘skin’. One or two layers in could be seen as 
the following, where the feelings and sensations of the mind and body are more soft and 
fresh, without the hard crust of the outside. Then you go in, to another layer, the touching, 
where the breath and the physical sensation of the tip of the nose start to take you away 
from usual bodily experience. The next layer is the settling: where it is possible to find 
layers and yet more layers inside, like going deeper and deeper into the heart of the 
practice. And the more you do this, the more the mind has a sense of space and 
peacefulness that extends far outwards, as in the mettā practice or one of the other divine 
abidings. 
 
You could also take the stages as the longest breath at the outer layer, leading inwards to 
an experience of the breath that is quite different. 
 
 
Another aspect of our meditation is that it is what the ancients called a chiasmus. This is 
the term to describe plots or indeed word plays that follow a pattern that is something 
like ABCDDCBA.  You have a beginning point, and follow a certain momentum (A). Then 
something else comes in (B), and then another stage (C) and then the middle (D). At the 
central point things get resolved, often in surprising ways as all elements come together  
and a space is made as possibilities open up. Then you go in a reverse order that brings you 
back, through C, to B, to A again. This makes the central point of the work crucial. Many 
great epics and accounts of great journeys follow this pattern. Great dramas sometimes 
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do too, with the central point the crisis, the shifting point, where everything changes in a 
way that naturally leads to the conclusion. The tale of Prince Vessantara, who gives away 
all of his possessions in turn, and one by one receives them back, does this. He gradually 
loses his kingdom, his family, his children and his wife. The change comes with the 
intercession of the king of the gods, Sakka, the deus ex machina. When he comes to 
Vessantara’s rescue everything starts to turn his way, and he gets his family, kingdom and 
happiness restored. The gifts are returned in reverse order: and then he is made the king. 
The story is taken in South and Southeast Asia as symbolising the capacity to let go, even 
of those you love, and then perhaps finding you have not lost anything at all. The journey 
of a single samatha practice is made on this pattern: you go into the middle, where the 
‘story’ of the practice that day can develop and unfold. You have worked through some 
basic hindrances, started to appreciate and be mindful of the breath, and sometimes 
something can emerge. It is the time when one is open to the new and the perhaps 
unfamiliar to play their part, and take the mind to different states. And then you retrace 
your steps back through C, and B, so that, importantly, you are back at A again at the end: 
the longest of counting, the beginning and end of the journey and the resolution, we hope, 
of the difficulties and distractions that may have been there at the beginning.  
 
The practice then can be seen as going stage by stage into the centre of a circle, through 
A to B to C and then D, that opens out to different level of experience. And then we return 
back through D, C, B and A to the outer rim, and the usual things we think about in daily 
life.  
 
We still need two-dimensional maps if we want to explore a three-dimensional landscape. 
So I still like and need the basic grid, embodied so physically in the Japanese installation, 
as a set of clear boundary posts to establish a route to pass through and then come back 
to the start again: a sense of travel and a journey through familiar patterns. But exploring 
variations in how one sees that, and understanding what it feels like to move through the 
stages, gives an added dimension: into the centre and back again. 
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Me and my shadow 
 

(From a walking practice experience at Greenstreete) 

 

My shadow appears, cast by the sun 

Distinctly visible, well-defined, travelling with the body 

It’s there, clear as day, but it has no substance 

A cloud would make it disappear 

As the earth turns it will sink into a greater shadow 

 

I call it ‘my shadow’, though it is clearly not ‘mine’ 

It is even more impermanent than I am 

Yet it moves as I do, spreads its length over the same grass that I tread 

It starts, stops, turns, it copies exactly, obeys faithfully 

 

But still, what is it?  Like everything, made from the elements 

Earth – the body to form a shape, the ground to accept it 

Fire – the sun to send light 

Water – the fluidity of movement and changing form 

Air – the space to form perspective 

 

I don’t own the body, still less its shadow 

I don’t decide whether to have one or not 

If the condition are there, a shadow appears 

If they’re not, it doesn’t 

 

My shadow arises, it changes, it disappears – again and again 

As it is always has and always will 

It doesn’t make choices – it can’t 

But it reminds me that I can 
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The Four Nutriments – Food for thought? 
 

There is a list of four nutriments or foods that the Buddha gives in the suttas which relate 
to the development of the path and the ending of suffering. It is a topic which I was given 
to study as part of a group exercise many years ago, a topic I found particularly 
challenging, and it is one that came to mind again around Christmas time because food is 
something that is central to many families’ experience at that time, and because in this last 
year, we have been parted from our usual sources of nourishment. 
 
The four nutriments/foods are: 
 

1. Edible food (kabaliṅkārāhāra) 
2. Contact (phassa) 
3. Volitional thoughts (manosañcetanā) 
4. Consciousness (viññāna). 

 
In the Anguttara Nikāya (AN 10.27) the Buddha states that contemplating, understanding 
and becoming dispassionate towards one thing will lead to the realisation of the Goal and 
make an end of suffering here and now. That one thing is: “All beings subsist by 
nutriment”. 
 
Before looking more closely at the Buddha’s teaching regarding the four foods, I thought 
it would be helpful to consider what we generally understand regarding food and how we 
may consider the list of the four foods in that light. 
 
If we consider edible food then a lot of time and effort goes into acquiring the type of food 
we desire. Every day we need to feed ourselves, otherwise the suffering due to deprivation 
soon becomes apparent. But the quality of food is also important, the balance of our diet 
and the quantity that we consume all impact on our health and well-being.  Changing our 
diet to improve our health is usually very difficult for most people, because we tend to 
have strong attachment in association with food we have become used to, even when 
neutral feeling rather than pleasant feeling is present. Cutting down the amount of food 
we eat is also a challenge. The suffering associated with edible food becomes increasingly 
obvious the more we think about it. In fact, one of the definitions of suffering is: “the daily 
search for food.” 
 
Contact is the second of the four foods. It is contact arising with the six sense bases, eye, 
ear, nose, tongue, body and mind; so contact arises with sense impressions, and the 
quality of our sense impressions is directly related to our experience of life. The lockdowns 
and restrictions in movement have made it very clear how much we depend on 
contacts/sense impressions; meeting other people, socialising, travelling to places and so 
the list goes on. Children in particular have been feeling a sense of deprivation from the 
restrictions. I have heard from some people, though, that after the initial wrench from 
daily contact they had become more accustomed to this restricted way of life, had taken 
up new things, such as reading more, listening to music more and so on. The quality of the 
new contacts had enriched their lives in unexpected ways. 
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Volition is the third type of nutriment or food. It is the thing that drives our constant 
making and unmaking of situations, things, plans and so on. This is the kamma producing 
mental factor of our minds: it is mental action, skilful or unskilful and always produces a 
result (vipāka) that is wished for or unwished for, depending on the original mental action. 
It is a nutriment because it feeds the three types of craving: sensual craving, craving for 
becoming and craving for annihilation.  When we consider our own volitional actions from 
the standpoint of nourishment, we can see that our skilful actions are to our mental well-
being what wholesome food is to our physical well-being.  Our heedfulness with regards 
to our intentions ensures that future outcomes tend towards wished for results. 
 
The fourth type of nutriment, consciousness, is the bare perception of an object. Like 
contact/sense impression, there is a desire for conscious awareness which we strongly 
identify with the feeling of being alive. Once again the quality of the consciousness 
determines how enriched our experience of life will be. Many of us come to the practice 
of meditation with an awareness that our consciousness can be improved. That the quality 
of our state of mind is nourishment for our overall life experience. 
 
Having had this general reflection of what this list of nutriments could mean, let us now 
look at what the Buddha taught in relation to these four nutriments. 
 
The Buddha’s Similes for the four nutriments 
 
I have often found that what I expect the Buddha will say about a particular subject is 
completely at odds with what he actually does say. I am not alone; the suttas are full of 
encounters people have with the Buddha where their views on a certain subject are up 
ended by the Buddha’s teaching with regard to the same subject and the Buddha’s 
teaching with regard to the four foods is a good example of this. 
 
In the Saṁyutta Nikāya there is a sutta where the Buddha gives four similes for each of the 
four foods (SN 12.63).  The background for this sutta is as follows: it was several years into 
the Buddha’s ministry and the sangha of monks was now receiving abundant supplies with 
regards to alms food and the other requisites.  The Buddha considered the following: 
 
‘ "Will the bhikkhus be able, or will they not be able, to eat the alms food and still keep to 
that mindfulness and clear comprehension which lays hold (of the true nature) of nutriment? 
Will they be detached, and free of desire and greediness?" And he saw that there were some 
sons of good families, recently ordained, who ate the alms food without due reflection.’ 
 
(From Buddhaghosa’s Saratthappakasini, his commentary on the Saṁyutta Nikāya : ) 
 
 
So this is the context in which the Buddha gave the discourse using certain similes for the 
four nutriments.  The teaching is pointing directly to the cause of suffering and the path 
to end that suffering. Nutriment is the fuel that feeds craving and the continuous cycle of 
birth, death and re-birth, so the Buddha asks the monks to consider each of the four 
nutriments in terms of these similes: 
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1. Edible food – the son’s flesh. 
The Buddha tells of a mother and father stranded in a desert with their only son. 
They are unable to complete their journey having run out of food. Having 
considered the options of sacrificing themselves, they conclude that they have to 
eat their son and so complete the journey by doing so. 
 
The Buddha asks the monks: “would this man and woman eat this flesh for pleasure 
or beautification?” The answer is clearly no. It is only as the last resort, because 
there is no other alternative, that they eat the flesh, and they take the bear 
minimum such is their abhorrence of the food. The Buddha says to the monks that 
this is how they should regard each morsel of food they take, reflecting on it wisely. 
 
The Buddha continues that if the nutriment of edible food is fully comprehended 
through wise reflection, then lust for the five sense objects is fully comprehended 
and there is no fetter that would bring the noble disciple to this world again. In 
other words, they would attain the third stage of enlightenment, non-returner. 
 

2. Contact – the skinned cow 
 
The Buddha’s simile for the nutriment contact is that of a skinned cow who 
wherever it stands endures the pain of insects and other creatures nibbling at its 
flesh. The simile presents contact as inherently painful, whereas conventionally 
contact is considered desirable. However, meditators will almost certainly have had 
the experience of contact being painful, especially straight after a strict practice, 
when returning to the hustle and bustle of daily life. Elsewhere the Buddha also 
gives the instruction to guard the sense doors with the same heedfulness as 
someone gingerly making their way through a forest of thorns. In this sutta, the 
Buddha says that if the nutriment contact is fully understood, then the three types 
of feeling are comprehended and then there is no more work to be done; in other 
words, the noble disciple will have attained arahatship, complete enlightenment. 
 

3. Volition – the pit of burning embers 
 
The simile for the nutriment volitional activity is that of a man being grabbed by 
two strong men and dragged towards the burning pit and thrown into it. Again, a 
very stark image. The two men represent good kamma and bad kamma. So both 
skilful action and unskilful action lead to results which lead to renewed birth, old 
age, suffering and death. The Buddha tells the monks that if the nutriment of 
volition is fully comprehended then the three types of craving (for the senses, for 
becoming and for non-becoming) will also be understood, and with that 
comprehension, again there will be no further work to do. 
 

4. Consciousness – the criminal pierced by a hundred spears 
 
The simile for the nutriment consciousness is that of a condemned man who is 
pierced by a hundred spears in the morning on the orders of the King. Having found 
him still alive at mid-day, the King orders him to be pierced yet again with a hundred 
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spears, and yet again in the evening, when found to be still alive. The Buddha asks 
the monks whether this man would endure much pain, to which they reply, if only 
pierced once with one spear, he would endure much pain. The consciousness that 
the Buddha is referring to as a nutriment is rebirth consciousness. The 
consciousness that is the nutriment for a whole new life. Thus the consciousness 
arises again and again, and so does the inherent suffering of each new birth. The 
simile of the man being alive at three separate times of the day represents 
successive rebirth consciousnesses. The Buddha tells the monks if the nutriment 
consciousness is fully comprehended, then mind and matter will be fully 
comprehended and with that there will be full enlightenment and no further work 
to be done. 
 

According to the commentary by Buddhaghosa, nutriment means condition (paccaya) and 
the reason that just four conditions are named as nutriments is because these four are the 
prominent conditions for individual life-continuity. So edible food is the important 
condition for the physical base, contact for the three types of feeling, volition for 
consciousness and consciousness for mind and body. 
 
The commentary continues that for the one who wishes to attain enlightenment, the four 
nutriments should be known for the following four kinds of danger: edible food for desire, 
contact for approaching a sense object, volition for the accumulation of kamma and 
rebirths and consciousness for the manifestation of a new mind and body.  
 
The Buddha uses similes that have shocking imagery and this is obviously the intention. 
This particular sutta is addressed to those who have given up the home life to devote 
themselves to realising the path and the Buddha presents a direct teaching regarding the 
dangers of failing to comprehend the nature of the four types of nutriment that fuel life 
and the cycle of birth and death. Is this just a teaching for those with such a commitment 
or is this something for us all to reflect on? 
 
Skilful means 
 
Skilful means usually refers to skilful teaching, but I think it also refers to the way we learn 
and understand for ourselves. It would be easy to look at the teaching on the four 
nutriments and conclude it is just for monastics.  But it is better to use the teaching as 
given and, reflecting on it, consider how to use it wisely.  When I consider the four 
nutriments and the similes, a sense of urgency can arise (saṃvega).  At other times, simply 
reflecting on the quality and amount of edible food, the quality of the sense impressions 
being absorbed through contact, the nature of motivation, whether it is skilful or unskilful, 
and the quality of consciousness being cultivated, and understanding that these are 
nutriments, feeding our life and either enriching or not.  In the Discourse on Effacement in 
the Majjhima Nikāya, the Buddha says that even inclining the mind towards things that 
develop the path and skilful things in general produces great benefit in the future, let alone 
the doing of them (Sallekha Sutta MN 8.13). This is the way I think about the Buddha’s 
teachings, whether or not they yet appear within reach: bringing them to mind and 
reflecting on them is in itself productive of great benefit and certainly food for thought. 
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Dawn Walks 
 

 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
I have taken up dawn walking. It’s helped me to feel grounded and calm in the lockdown.  
I took a picture of the sunrise over the playing fields, I love to see the bright colours coming 
up, it makes my heart sing. It sets me up for the day and I feel glad to be alive when I’ve 
had this fresh start to the day.  
 


