
Key concepts

• From a general perspective, meditation under the Bodhi Tree was what enabled 
the Buddha – who had for six years been trained in meditation - to gain Awakening/
Enlightenment. Through meditating, Buddhists therefore follow his example. Again, the 
third way of the Eightfold Path is the Way of Meditation, which also shows its importance. 
Meditation is something practised particularly within the monastic sangha where training 
is giving on posture, breathing and ways to focus.

• Different terms can be used with regard to meditation, e.g. samadhi (concentration), 
anapanasati (mindfulness of breathing), bhavana (mental cultivation and development). 
The goals of meditation vary, but overall might be described as ‘opening up the mind 
to the true nature of reality’, thus leading to awakening. This might be through gaining 
wisdom and insight.

• In Mahayana traditions, meditation is very complex and can, for example, involve 
visualisation of Buddhas and bodhisattvas, identification with them and empowerment 
by them.

Key quotes

‘It is clear that in developed Buddhist theory the two aspects of Buddhist meditation, calm 
(samatha) and insight (vipassana), are seen as together forming the basis for the realisation of 
the Buddhist goal: when calm and insight meditation are brought together… the unconditioned 
(nirvana) may be experienced.’ (Gethin)

‘Just as a mother would protect her only child at the risk of her own life, even so, let him 
cultivate a boundless heart towards all beings.’ (Metta Sutta)

‘The entrance into Zen is the grasping of one’s essential nature. It is absolutely impossible, 
however, to come to a clear understanding of our essential nature by any intellectual or 
philosophical method. It is accomplished only by the experience of self-realisation through 
zazen.’ (Yamada)

 Issues for analysis and evaluation

Key arguments/debates

The general focus is on whether meditation really involves any form of spiritual progress to 
awakening or is just a form of mental self-development.

A general debate is with regard to whether meditation is selfish/self-focused and escapist from 
the real world through encouraging introversion.

Key questions

Should meditation really be the sole concern of the monastic sangha as sufficient time, quiet 
and space is required which would not be available for lay Buddhists?

Are all forms of meditation inferior to zazen since this alone does not require any focus on the 
part of the meditator?
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• In Zen Buddhism, ‘zazen’, which means ‘sitting in absorption’. This form of ‘just sitting’ 
meditation might take place during a sesshin (retreat) in a zendo (meditation hall) under 
the scrutiny of a senior monk, who will ceremonially strike meditators on the back should 
they appear to lose their posture or be distracted. The meditator might focus on sunyata 
(emptiness) and await ‘satori’, which refers to ‘a sudden awakening and understanding of 
true reality’.
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• The foundation of meditation is samatha (calmness), which begins with chanting the 
refuges, and is followed by observation and concentration on something such as breath 
coming in and going out, kasinas (small coloured circles), a mental image of the Buddha, 
etc. Distractions are regarded as no more than thoughts arising and falling, and are to 
be observed and not allowed to disturb the concentration. Samatha does not necessarily 
require a teacher and can be carried out in a comfortable posture.

• Samatha can be seen as essential preparation for advanced meditation, i.e. vipassana 
(insight) meditation. This does not focus on some ‘thing’, but the concentration involved 
leads to ‘clear seeing’ of pratityasamutpada and the three lakshanas. This needs a 
teacher and may include mindful walking where the path in the mind is followed by 
walking back and forth on a physical path.

• Metta bhavana (loving kindness) meditation is popular amongst all Buddhists. Samatha is the 
foundation for the person to become mindful and then the focus is on extending feelings of 
metta so that the meditator’s state of mind is wholesome and lacking in any form of hatred. 
One approach includes four stages: (1) Metta towards oneself; (2) Metta towards a loved 
person; (3) Metta towards a person one is neutral about; (4) Metta towards someone one is 
hostile towards. The meditation ends by the meditator extending metta towards all sentient 
beings that they may be well and be happy.


