Question 17.  What is the difference between mindfulness and vipassana?

Answer: 

The Pali word for mindfulness is Sati. It means to recollect or remember. Though the original word meant recollecting the past, the Buddha raised the word Sati to a higher philosophical value to mean to remember in the present moment. Therefore, the word Mindfulness suggests paying attention to the present moment. Also, it means to observe, to be alert and aware from moment to moment.   

For instance, if we want to observe a specimen, we have to look into a microscope.

The first step is to first adjust the microscope, focus it, align the specimen and then we see so much more than our unaided eyes see.  

In the same way, we have to pay our attention to the body, feelings, mind states and mind objects. With continuous mindfulness, momentarily concentration will organically arise.  Then, the next step is the practice of Vipassana (insight meditation). 

“Vi” in Pali language means special ways and “passana” means to see, observe, discern, So Vipassana means to see things as they really are, separating out illusion, by seeing that they are Impermanent (anicca), unsatisfactory (dukkha), and without self (anatta).  The objects of Vipassana are ultimate realities rather than just a mental glance at the concept or conventional realities.  

For example, we see water, and we just think of the concept of water, without observing the details, the qualities, like the coolness, hotness, hardness etc.  A scientist will think of more details, that it is “H2O” and what is in the water.  But there is so much more to observe of water.  The Buddha or person with deep insight would observe in terms of its eight (8) elements: earth, fire, water, air, smell, color, taste, and nutriment essence.

The proof of the pudding is the mouth!  Let us practice the Noble Eight Fold Path. 

Take a couple of breaths. What do you feel?  Just before we let it out we can discern the first Noble Truth of Dukkha (unsatisfactoriness), the tension and anxiety that we want to release the breath, and once we breathe out, we feel a sense of relief (a taste of freedom).   The cause of this unsatifactoriness is our desire to survive.

In order to observe the breath there are three (3) factors of the Noble Eight Fold Path that work together: Right effort, Right Mindfulness and Right Understanding. So we pay mindful effort to understand the breath as it goes in and out.  

And with continuous mindfulness, Right concentration will arise. In order to gain wisdom (Right understanding and Right thought), you need concentration as basis and support for wisdom, in order to see things as they really are.  It is important that your mind is not caught in the past or future fantasies. The mind should not be too busy with things other than the present moment, like planning and remembering. 

 For example, you can’t focus the microscope to clearly see the specimen when you are shaking the microscope around as you are busy eating and doing other things while you are trying to adjust the microscope.  So concentration goes along with mindfulness, which leads to vipassana (insight meditation).
