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The practice of meditation, or citta-bhāvana to use its correct Sanskrit 

term, is the process of cultivating the mind. It is of two types, śamatha 

(tranquil-abiding) and vipaśyanā (insight). Śamatha is the most important 

and the first type that we all begin with. Tranquil-abiding is a technique 

used in common with most meditative traditions and is aimed a instilling a 

general sense of well-being and ease. Vipaśyanā, on the other hand, is a 

uniquely Buddhist approach and can only be effectively attempted after 

considerable practice of śamatha and is aimed at directly examining the 

nature and function of the mind.

Right Location

The process of calming and turning the mind inward requires the 

selection of a location that is conductive to practice. This will often be 

somewhere free from loud noises, the chattering of others and a place that 

makes one feel secure. Avoid sitting in draughts, damp places, in direct 

wind or sunlight, especially if one is sitting outside. Indoors, one may wish 

to light a candle, burn incense or play supportive, ambient music to signify 

the start of the sitting session. 

For beginners, sitting with an established group of meditators (yogis) 

offers the support and guidance needed to progress. The discipline of 

joining a group at a fixed time, for a set duration and in a quiet 

environment away from the distractions and temptations of everyday life is 

vitally important. 

Right Guidance

Newcomers to the practice of meditation will generally receive the 

advice and guidance of an experienced meditator. The mentor will be 

someone who has experienced for themselves the issues around the 
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practice of sitting and who can easily correct bad posture and give 

supportive advice when needed. Talking with one’s personal mentor helps 

enormously when dealing with those issues which are experienced as either 

hindrances or positive signs of progression.

Right Physical Posture

The first step towards practicing meditation 

lies in settling into a comfortable posture. Within 

Buddhism the seated posture is the norm 

although certain forms of meditation can be 

practiced standing, lying, walking or during 

some other ritualized activity. Traditionally one 

is expected to sit on a floor cushion 

approximately 15cm thick with the legs crossed 

in a position known as vajrāsana, the ‘diamond-

sitting’ but those who can’t manage this can sit either on a comfortable 

stool or chair, or kneel using a meditation bench. 

Although beginners are usually more 

concerned with the feelings in their legs and knees 

when first sitting, it is more important to have the 

correct alignment of the spine. It is often said that 

the bones of the back should be balanced much like 

a pile of coins. If everything in the right alignment, 

then the coins will not fall over. When the spine is 

correctly aligned, the body will not slump or be 

curved and the mind will remain clear. The 

vertical alignment of the spine itself comes from the subtle control of the 

muscles of the waist and lower back. The middle of the back should be 
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relaxed and the muscles of the the neck applying only the smallest amount 

of effort so as to prevent the head nodding forward. 

For the absolute beginner, the physical 

challenge lies in using neither too much nor too 

little effort. The reason for this is quite clear. In 

everyday life we actively relax the body when 

getting ready to sleep and if when ‘do anything’ 

physical we need to make that ‘extra effort’. Its a 

habit we all get into but, sitting for meditation is 

not like that. Becoming too relaxed leads to 

slumping, mental dullness and nodding off to 

sleep whereas over exertion eventually leads to 

irritability and muscle ache.

The muscles of the face need to be completely relaxed and the mouth 

lightly closed so that the lips touch thereby preventing mouth breathing. 

The placement of the tongue too, is important as it is highly sensitive. 

During meditation, the tongue should be relaxed and rest evenly in the 

mouth with the tip touching the roof of the mouth just behind the upper 

teeth. When the tongue is correctly placed, all breathing will occur through 

the nose, even if the mouth if wide open.

The gaze of the eyes is important too. The muscles that control the 

movement of the eyes should be completely relaxed and focused as though 

one is looking out into the night sky. Although some traditions of Buddhist 

yoga suggest having the eyes wide open, it more typically the case that one 

has the eyes either slightly open or completely closed. If body is in the right 

posture and the eyes are open, then the gaze will fall upon a spot on the 

ground some 1-2 metres away.
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When seated, the hands should rest in the 

lap, the palms uppermost, right hand over the 

left and with the thumbs lightly touching 

although in some traditions placing the hands 

palms down on the knees is also acceptable. The 

shoulders should be relaxed but not pulled-back 

as if standing to attention. The breathing should 

be light and spontaneous and originating from 

deep within the abdomen rather than high up in 

the chest.

For those sitting in chairs extra care needs to be taken to ensure that 

the upper part of the body does not lean back into the chair. So, it is wise to 

sit forward in the chair as though it were a stool. The soles of the feet 

should be in full contact with the floor and the shins vertical.

Traditionally the vajrāsana posture is favoured because it allowed the 

correct angle of the hips to be obtained thereby reducing the possibility of 

lower backache. Those sitting in chairs can often achieve the same effect by 

either sitting with their knees shoulder width apart as this allows the lower 

abdomen to roll-forward. Also, sitting with the bottom firmly touching the 

angle between the seat and backrest of the chair of gives that little bit of 

extra support to the lower back. If the knees are kept at shoulder width, the 

sitter may want to place the hands on the knees as mentioned above. 

Finally, as prolonged periods of tranquil sitting may lower the surface 

temperature of the body, the occasional use of a warm blanket is 

recommended.
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Core Practice

The process of mindfulness (smṛti) is at the core of all Buddhist 

meditation. The process of settling the mind is often compared to watching 

the waves in a pond gradually subsiding after a stone has been thrown in 

the water. To continue with this analogy the everyday, mundane mind, is 

one in which the water is continuously bombarded with with stones. Sitting 

in tranquillity allows the pent up energy of the water to settle back and to 

become still and calm. 

When sitting quietly, without seeking to dash off and ‘do something’, 

what remains is one’s breathing. This is what becomes most apparent and 

so, it is mindfulness of the breathing, that is practiced first. When the 

relaxed, spontaneous breathing cycle begins it is sensed in two areas: the 

lower abdomen and the nose. Of these two, the sensation around the nose is 

typically taken as the focus of attention but one’s mentor will give advice. 

In fact, this technique is the oldest and most important of all Buddhist yogic 

meditations and is known as ānāpānasmṛti, the ‘mindfulness of inhalation 

and exhalation’. It is simply watching the breath. If the breath is long, it 

noticed as being long, if is short, then it is noticed as being short. 

Additionally one may count either the inhalation or exhalation in groups of 

ten. If the mind becomes distracted, then the count begins again at one.

Right Timing

For the beginner getting into the habit of meditating is not as easy as it 

sounds. The best approach is not to try too hard nor be too lax. Whether 

you choose to meditate daily, weekly or monthly, simply determine a plan 

for yourself and stick to it. Set aside 15 minutes to begin with during some 

quite time of the day, typically early in the morning or during the evening. 
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If you have family members around you, let them understand why you are 

trying to meditate and the benefits that it will bring. If they join you in your 

sitting, then your shared practice will become more solid. 

Benefits of Practice

As the name śamatha would suggest, the experience of profound inner 

calm and tranquillity are the primary benefits. These typically take the 

form of a sense of freedom from mental and emotional constraint, a 

lightness in the perception of the physical body and an expansive sensation 

of space. Advanced practitioners of śamatha mediation move onto the 

practice of vipaśyanā meditation and other techniques found in the 

Theravada and Mahāyāna traditions such as Chan (Zen), Dzogs-chen and 

Mahāmūdra.

Enhancing Your Practice

After a short while many people find that they have a developing 

affinity for the Buddhist tradition from which these methods are received. 

Having a sense of continuity gives added stability to practice, one has the 

sense of no longer being alone and begins to feel a part of something more 

stable and lasting. With this in mind a small statue or picture of the Buddha 

can be placed alongside one’s private sitting area so that the presence of the 

teaching can be considered as being present. You may wish to make the 

symbolic gesture of giving a flower or fruit to the Buddha. The statue or 

picture may not have any power in its own right, but the symbolic 

significance is most important as their sight generates wholesome feelings. 

Other activities that might be undertaken occur at the beginning and end of 

the sitting session. These are recitation of refuges and the dedication of 

merit. When one is alone, these need not be said aloud, but recollected 
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internally. The process of taking refuge is the recognition of the importance 

of the quiescent state of the awakened mind as personified in the Buddha, 

the Dharma, his method and the Saṃgha, one’s fellow practitioners. 

Dedication, is recognising the personal benefits that one has received 

through the practice of the sitting meditation and the aspiration that all 

other living things can share in such peaceful experiences.

Simple Recitations

Refuge

To the Buddha I go for refuge, 

To the Dharma I go for refuge,

To the Saṃgha I go for refuge.

(Repeat Three Times)

Dedication

May whatever merit that I have gained through the practice of this  

meditation be shared with all living things without exception. May all  

living things be in peace, may all living things be free from suffering.
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