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The Ten Armies of Mara

FIFTH ARMY: SLOTH AND TORPOR

Thus, the Fifth Army of Mara marches in.
It is none other than sloth and torpor, drowsiness.
The difficulties caused by sloth and torpor are
worth dwelling on, for they are surprisingly
great. Torpor is the usual translation of the Pali
word thina, which actually means a weak mind, a
shrunken and withered, viscous and slimy mind,
unable to grasp the meditation object firmly. As
thina makes the mind weak, it automatically brings
on weakness of body. The sluggish mind cannot
keep your sitting posture erect and firm. Walking
meditation becomes a real drag, so to speak. The
presence of thina means that atapa, the fiery aspect
of energy, is absent. The mind becomes stiff and
hard; it loses its active sharpness.

Even if a yogi has good energy to begin
with, sloth can envelop him or her so that an
additional burst of energy will be required to burn
it away. All the positive forces of mind are at least
partially blocked. The wholesome factors of energy
and mindfulness, aim and contact, are enveloped
in the shroud of weakness; their functions are
retarded. This situation as a whole is spoken of
as Thina middha, thina being the mental factor of
torpor, and middha referring to the condition of the
consciousness as a whole when the factor of torpor
is present. In one’s practical experience, it is not
worthwhile to try to distinguish between the two
components of thina and middha. The general state
of mind is familiar enough. Like imprisonment
in a tiny cell, sloth is a restricted state in which
no wholesome factor is free to carry on its proper
activity. This obstruction of wholesome factors
is why sloth and torpor together are called a
hindrance. Eventually Mara’s Fifth Army can
bring one’s practice to a complete standstill. A
twitching sensation comes to the eyelids, the head
suddenly nods forward... How can we overcome
this noxious state? Once when the Venerable
Maha Moggallana, one of the Buddha’s two

chief disciples, was meditating in the forest, thina
middha arose. His mind shrank and withered, as
unworkable as a piece of butter that hardens in the
cold. At this point the Lord Buddha looked into
the Venerable Maha Moggallana’s mind. Seeing
his plight, he approached and said, “My son Maha
Moggallana, are you drowsy, are you sleepy, are
you nodding?”

The elder replied, “Yes, Lord, I am
nodding.” He was frank and candid in his reply. the
Buddha said, “Listen, my son, I will now teach you
eight techniques of overcoming sloth and torpor.”

Eight Ways to Stay Awake

The first is to change one’s attitude. When
torpor attacks, one may be tempted to surrender to
thoughts like, “I’m so sleepy. It’s not doing me any
good just to sit here in a daze. May be I’ll lie down
for a minute and gather my energy.” As long as you
entertain such thoughts, the mental state of sloth
and torpor will be encouraged to remain.

If, on the other hand, one states decisively,
“P’ll sit through this sloth and torpor, and if it
recurs [ still won’t give in to it,” this is what the
Buddha meant by changing one’s attitude. Such
determination sets the stage for overcoming the
Fifth Army of Mara. Another occasion to change
one’s attitude is when meditation practice becomes
quite easy and smooth. There comes a point where
you have more or less mastered following the rise
and fall of the abdomen and not much effort is
needed to observe it well. It is quite natural to relax,
sit back and watch the movement very coolly. Due
to this relaxation of effort, sloth and torpor easily
creep in. If this happens, you should either try to
deepen your mindfulness, looking more carefully
into the rise and fall, or else increase the number of
objects of meditation.

There is a specific technique for adding
more objects. It requires greater effort than simply
watching the abdomen, and thus, it has a revivifying
effect. The mental labels to use are, “rising, falling,

3MCBIRT, A T UddchT J[WBIAT b diufel dodidlc atal Adcol | — HIAT I8 o
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sitting, touching? When you note “sitting,” you
shift your awareness to the sensations of the entire
body in the sitting posture. Noting “touching,” you
focus on the touch sensations at one or more small
areas, about the size of a quarter. The buttocks arc
convenient. During this “touching” note you should
always return to the same chosen areas, even it you
cannot always find sensations there. The heavier
the state of sloth, the more touch points you should
include, up to a maximum of six or so. When you
have run through the course of touch points, return
attention to your abdomen and repeat the series of
notes from the beginning. This change of strategy
can be quite effective; but it is not infallible.

The second antidote In drowsiness is
to reflect on inspiring passages you remember
or have learned by heart, trying to fathom their
deepest meanings. Perhaps you have lain awake
at night pondering the meaning of some event. If
s0, you understand the function of the Buddha’s
second antidote to sloth and torpor. In Buddhist
psychology, when thinking is analyzed in terms
of its components, one component is the mental
factor of vitakka or aim. This mental factor has the
capacity to open and refresh the mind, and is the

l T ARAA 24 v
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specific antidote to sloth and torpor.

The third strategy for dealing with sloth
is to recite those same passages aloud. If you are
meditating in a group, it goes without saying that
you should recite only loud enough for your own
benefit. Resort to more drastic measures if your
mind still has not perked up. Pull on your ears; rub
your hands, arms, legs and face. This stimulates
the circulation and so freshens you up a bit.

If drowsiness persists, get up mindfully
and wash your face. You could put in some eye-
drops to refresh yourself.

If this strategy fails, you are advised to
look at a lighted object, such as the moon or an
electric bulb; this should lighten up your mind.
Clarity of mind is a kind of light. With it, you
can make a renewed attempt to look clearly at the
rising and falling from beginning to end. If none
of these techniques work, then you should try
some brisk walking meditation with mindfulness.
Finally, a graceful surrender would be to go to bed.
If sloth and torpor are persistent over a long period,
constipation could be responsible; if this is the
case, consider measures to gently clear the bowels.

10 be continue....
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