PITI BOJJHANGA
THE AWAKENING FACTOR OF JOY

In the Buddhist world view, joy and happiness are built into our bodies; our biochemistry supports this.  However, we also come equipped with strong survival instincts, which tend to override the innate joy and happiness of life.  The culture of this era of life on the planet is organized around capitalizing on a misperception about the causes of joy.  We are taught from early on that joy and happiness are externally caused, that is, when we consume certain experiences, food, or some other activity, or own the right thing, then we will be truly happy.
Of course, happiness is not in the ingredients list on the packaging.  There may be a relatively brief period of joyful exuberance when we get what we want, but it either does not last, costs too much, or we fear joy’s departure.  This sort of searching for joy and happiness can be identified as one of the five hindrances, sense desire.  The energy in life experience gets channeled into getting something from outside to make us happy.  The experience of episodes of joy or happiness can be described in psychological terms as a “state”.  Psychological research also describes a “trait”, which is an enduring characterological phenomenon, for example, the trait of optimism.
One of the goals of Buddhist practice is the intentional cultivation of access to the innate experience of joyful engagement in life.  Watching a young child’s joyful wonder at the world is an example of this unhindered quality of human experience.  This approach involves accessing joy from within and training the mind to develop awareness sufficient to move the “state” experience of joy to the “trait” category.  This begins by learning to set aside the hindrances through the cultivation of Samadhi, that is, an integrated and stabilized coordination of mental functions.  After the hindrances are set aside, access to joy is enhanced through the practice of vipassana.
The accumulating beneficial effect of vipassana practice is that the energy in the system is not being wastefully and stressfully channeled into the hindrances.  This freed-up energy can be experienced as piti (pee-tee), translated as joy, rapture, or, as I prefer, enthusiastic, buoyant energy experienced in the mind and body, creating a heightened interest in what emerges into awareness, whether the feeling is pleasant or unpleasant.  Here’s what Wikipedia has to say about different levels of piti:
· Weak rapture only causes piloerection. [hair standing up on the neck]
· Short rapture evocates some thunder "from time to time".
· Going down rapture explodes inside the body, like waves.
· Exalting rapture "makes the body jump to the sky".
· Fulfilling rapture seems to be a huge flood of a mountain stream.
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/P%C4%ABti  downloaded from Wikipedia 
Note only the last two are considered specifically piti. The first four are just a preparation for the last one, which is the jhanic factor.
These levels of piti are as described in the 5th century C.E. Visuddhimagga (vee-su-dee-mah-gah), an extensive listing of Buddhist concepts by Buddhagosa.  
I have experienced these states, except for the body jumping part, when I was able to produce the different levels of jhana in the past.  “Piloerection” is what happens when your hair stands on end, usually accompanied by chills.  “Thunder” alludes to areas of the body that seem to rapidly transform into ecstatically charged pleasant feeling, and these areas can be developed wherever in the body the levels of mindfulness, investigation, effort and concentration are sufficient strong, stable, uninterrupted and enduring.  The “waves” of piti are just like that, passing over the body like chills up and down the spine.  The “exalting rapture” might mean a feeling of lightness and buoyant resilience to unpleasant feelings.  “Fulfilling rapture” sweeps through the entire body, pervading the mind with extremely pleasant flows of energy.
Although piti is mentioned as one of the characteristics of the first and second jhanas, there is no specific description of the subjective experience in the Pali Canon.  The transition from the second to the third jhana is marked by noting the “harshness” of piti, and using investigative concentration to penetrate past piti to the sense of profound satisfaction, sukha (soo-kah), that characterizes the third jhana,  translated as happiness, satisfaction, or contentment.  Sukha is considered to be the counterpart of dukkha, translated as suffering, stress, or discontentment.  The commentaries regard piti as more energetic than sukha.  In my experience, piti in its strongest manifestation is ecstatic, a very pleasurable physical/emotional sensation.  Sukha, for me, is more subtle and psychological.  When sukha is very strong, it makes me want to smile broadly, and the urge to smile is almost irresistible.  In the more subtle manifestations, piti is less urgent or sensational, more like enthusiastic interest, and I find that a much more workable meditative experience.
These days, my understanding of piti is related more to enthusiasm and a sense of resilient, curious buoyancy about whatever comes to mind, and I find this to be very supportive of vipassana practice.  At this level of practice conscious awareness is not burdened by sloth and torpor, as there is the ability to note the potential arising of sloth and torpor and deny the dominance of it; therefore piti is the antidote for sloth and torpor.  Attention associated with piti can be compared to riding a powerful, well-trained horse: there’s a peaceful eagerness that isn’t agitated or unregulated, and the mind can quickly and clearly discern where the energy is flowing (see investigation of mental phenomena above).
There are acknowledged ways to cultivate the awakening factor of joy:
· Cultivate Samadhi.  When concentration is developed to the extent that energy isn’t bound up in the hindrances, particularly sloth and torpor, there’s a noticeable lightness of consciousness, a buoyancy.
· Cultivate an uncomplicated lifestyle that isn’t burdensome.
· Maintain an ethical foundation for living.  A clear conscience is a delight.
· Associate with people who have an uplifted view of life, that is, that “the cup is half-full, not half-empty”.
· Read inspiring spiritual literature.  I have often stopped reading a particular chapter in a book to meditate because the material in the book was inspiring.  This would include books written about the life of spiritually accomplished individuals.
· Practice generosity.  There’s great potential for joy when intentionally bringing someone else happiness.  Empathic joy is one of the four “divine abidings” related to benevolent intention.
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