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Advance Praise for
IN PRAISE OF GREAT COMPASSION



“Another insightful volume in an important series, In Praise of Great Compassion is a deep and wonderful book that offers crucial lessons for our time — and for all time.”


— Daniel Gilbert, Edgar Pierce Professor of Psychology, Harvard University


“In Praise of Great Compassion is a welcome arrival that illuminates the interface between two Buddhist traditions, Mahāyāna and Theravāda, through the common ground of compassion. These valuable teachings are a gift and a powerful message to the world.”


— Ajahn Sundara, Amaravati Monastery


“His Holiness the Dalai Lama, together with Bhikṣuṇī Thubten Chodron, lucidly present the Buddha’s teachings to a wider readership. The inclusion of different Buddhist traditions’ practices on the important topic of great compassion is especially welcome, and I am delighted to see a chapter on Chinese Buddhism and its introduction to the Seven Round Compassion Contemplation, as well as the Four Great Vows. These are powerful practices not only to develop compassion but also to eliminate one’s own karmic obstacles. May all beings benefit from this latest volume of the valuable Dharma series, the Library of Wisdom and Compassion.”


— Bhikṣu Jian Hu, abbot of Sunnyvale Zen Center









THE LIBRARY OF WISDOM AND COMPASSION


The Library of Wisdom and Compassion is a special multivolume series in which His Holiness the Dalai Lama shares the Buddha’s teachings on the complete path to full awakening that he himself has practiced his entire life. The topics are arranged especially for people not born in Buddhist cultures and are peppered with the Dalai Lama’s unique outlook. Assisted by his long-term disciple, the American nun Thubten Chodron, the Dalai Lama sets the context for practicing the Buddha’s teachings in modern times and then unveils the path of wisdom and compassion that leads to a meaningful life, a sense of personal fulfillment, and full awakening. This series is an important bridge from introductory to profound topics for those seeking an in-depth explanation from a contemporary perspective.


Volumes:


1. Approaching the Buddhist Path


2. The Foundation of Buddhist Practice


3. Saṃsāra, Nirvāṇa, and Buddha Nature


4. Following in the Buddha’s Footsteps


5. In Praise of Great Compassion


More volumes to come!
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“The Buddha’s journey to full awakening could have ended with liberation, but his infinite compassion in the face of the suffering of all beings led him to continue his journey by sharing what he had learned with others. In this fifth volume of the Library of Wisdom and Compassion, the Dalai Lama explores in depth just how central compassion and empathy are to the path to awakening. It’s a comprehensive look at the teachings on compassion in every Buddhist tradition and is wonderfully complemented by the reflections and meditation suggestions of his co-author, Thubten Chodron.”


— SHARON SALZBERG,
author of Lovingkindness and Real Change


 


IN PRAISE OF GREAT COMPASSION, the fifth volume of the Library of Wisdom and Compassion, continues the Dalai Lama’s teachings on the path to awakening. While previous volumes focused on our present situation and taking responsibility for creating the causes of happiness, this volume concerns opening our hearts and generating the intention to make our lives meaningful by benefiting others.


We are embedded in a universe with other living beings, all of whom have been kind to us in one way or another. More than any other time in human history, we depend on one another to stay alive and flourish. When we look closely, it becomes apparent that we have been the recipient of great kindness. Wanting to repay others’ kindness, we cultivate a positive attitude by contemplating the four immeasurables of love, compassion, empathic joy, and equanimity, and the altruistic intention of bodhicitta. We learn to challenge the self-centered attitude that leads to misery and replace it with a more realistic perspective enabling us to remain emotionally balanced in good and bad times. In this way, all circumstances become favorable to the path to awakening.
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Preface


THE LIBRARY OF WISDOM AND COMPASSION, of which this volume is the fifth in the series, will be, when completed, His Holiness the Dalai Lama’s major English-language text on the path to awakening. Before delving into this volume, a review of previously covered topics is helpful; you may want to read previous volumes for more on ideas and concepts mentioned in this volume or to provide background so that you will know where topics explained in this volume fit in the overall scheme of the path. The first volume, Approaching the Buddhist Path, explores the Buddhist view of life, mind, and emotions. It provides historical background, introduces us to a systematic approach to the spiritual path, and discusses how to apply Buddhist ideas to contemporary issues.


The second volume, The Foundation of Buddhist Practice, discusses gaining nondeceptive knowledge, the nature of mind, and the rebirth process. Chapters on how to be a sincere Dharma student, how to create a healthy relationship with spiritual mentors, and how to structure a meditation session follow. We then consider the essence of a meaningful life and the law of karma and its effects, which has to do with the ethical dimension of our actions. If we use our lives wisely and make wise ethical decisions, our deaths will be free from regret and fear. Having fortunate rebirths in the future, we will have conducive circumstances to continue our spiritual practice.


Volume 3, Saṃsāra, Nirvāṇa, and Buddha Nature, explores the four truths that constitute the Buddha’s first teaching and encompass a study of, first, our present situation within cyclic existence (saṃsāra), the cycle of constantly recurring difficulties (duḥkha) under the influence of ignorance, mental afflictions, and polluted karma; second, the origins of this unsatisfactory situation, the afflictions that exist in our mind; third, the possibility of release — the cessations of saṃsāra and its cause, the peaceful state of nirvāṇa; and fourth, the path of practice and transformation leading to that state. Liberation and full awakening are possible because each of us has the potential to become a fully awakened buddha. Although this buddha nature may temporarily be covered by defilements, it never disappears and the obscurations covering it are adventitious and can be removed.


Volume 4, Following in the Buddha’s Footsteps, begins with a discussion of taking refuge, the process of entrusting our spiritual guidance to the Three Jewels — the Buddha, Dharma, and Saṅgha. This follows naturally from volume 3, because the last two truths — true cessation and true paths — are the Dharma Jewel, which when actualized in our own mindstream protects us from all misery. The true path encompasses the methods to practice in order to overcome these defilements: the three higher trainings of ethical conduct, concentration, and wisdom. This includes practical instructions on how to live ethically, how to develop meditative concentration, and how to generate wisdom through the practice of the four establishments of mindfulness — mindfulness of the body, feelings, mind, and phenomena — and the thirty-seven harmonies with awakening.


This leads us to the present volume, In Praise of Great Compassion.



Overview of In Praise of Great Compassion


In volumes 3 and 4, we delved into the four truths; the first two truths concern saṃsāra and its causes, the last two liberation and the path that brings it about. The emphasis was on our situation as an individual and taking responsibility for it: our mind is the creator of both duḥkha and peace, of saṃsāra and nirvāṇa, so rather than blame others or adopt a victim mentality, we are encouraged to be conscientious regarding our actions, tame our afflictions, and cultivate ethical conduct, concentration, and wisdom to free ourselves from saṃsāra.


This does not mean that we are isolated individuals in a cold universe. Rather, the buddhas and bodhisattvas, who have accomplished what we aim to achieve, are always ready to teach and guide us. In addition, we are embedded in a universe with other sentient beings, all of whom have been kind to us in one way or another and in one rebirth or another. It is only suiting that we repay their kindness, and the best way to do this is to subdue our afflictions and cultivate our good qualities so that we can increase our ability to benefit them temporarily while we’re in saṃsāra, and ultimately, by leading them to supreme awakening. In Praise of Great Compassion is about opening our hearts to others and generating and strengthening our determination to benefit sentient beings.


To do this, we begin with cultivating a positive attitude toward others by contemplating the four immeasurables — immeasurable love, immeasurable compassion, immeasurable empathic joy, and immeasurable equanimity — as taught and practiced in both the Pāli and Sanskrit traditions. The method to do this is the topic of the first chapter. Bodhicitta, the aspiration to attain full awakening in order to benefit all sentient beings most effectively, is based on the four immeasurables and on knowledge that attaining liberation and awakening is possible; this is explained in chapter 2. The Sanskrit tradition has two ways of developing the altruistic intention of bodhicitta — the seven cause-and-effect instructions and equalizing and exchanging self and others — which are described in chapters 3 and 4.


Chapter 5 discusses the difference between the self-centered attitude and self-grasping ignorance as well as other topics that pertain to cultivating bodhicitta and becoming a bodhisattva, and chapter 6 explains Candrakīrti’s famous homage to great compassion at the beginning of his Supplement to the “Middle Way” (Madhyamakāvatāra). With all this as background, in chapter 7 we are ready to generate aspiring and engaging bodhicitta. Aspiring bodhicitta wishes to attain full awakening for the benefit of all beings, and engaging bodhicitta commits to practice the path that leads to supreme awakening by adopting the bodhisattva ethical code.


Love, compassion, bodhicitta, and the bodhisattva ethical codes in Chinese Buddhism are explained in chapter 8, showing how bodhicitta is emphasized in East Asian Buddhist traditions. Many people do not know that the Pāli tradition also presents bodhicitta, its cultivation, and the perfections; these are discussed in chapter 9. Chapter 10 describes the very practical techniques of mind training that help us to generate bodhicitta and maintain an attitude of kindness and compassion no matter what comes our way. Each chapter contains reflections that you are encouraged to contemplate. The reflections not only review some of the major points but also give you a chance to put these teachings into practice and transform your mind.


A glossary, section on recommended reading, and index can be found at the end of the book. The next volume in the series will continue by setting forth the ten perfections as practiced in both the Pāli and Sanskrit traditions.


How This Book Came About


The prefaces of the preceding volumes of the Library of Wisdom and Compassion told the story of the conception and development of this series, so here I will mention only a few things that pertain to this volume in particular.


You will notice that the volume contains many citations from Śāntideva’s Engaging in the Bodhisattvas’ Deeds (Bodhicaryāvatāra). His Holiness has often stated that this is one of his favorite texts, which explains why he has frequently taught it during public teachings in India. The experience of sitting in a crowd of thousands of people who have gathered together to learn about great compassion and bodhicitta from a teacher such as His Holiness is indescribable, especially considering that most large events in our world are sports events, political rallies, concerts, and conferences where people’s motivations range widely.


His Holiness also frequently teaches mind-training texts such as “The Thirty-Seven Practices of Bodhisattvas” and “The Eight Verses of Mind Training” — short texts that emphasize bodhicitta — in non-Buddhist countries and in India and Asia as preludes to Buddhist tantric empowerments. Another of his favorite texts to teach is Kamalaśīla’s Middle Stages of Meditation (Bhāvanākrama II), which discusses the seven cause-and-effect instructions, and various texts on the stages of the path (lam rim) that emphasize bodhicitta. It happens not infrequently that His Holiness is moved to tears when teaching one of these texts or when giving the ceremonies for aspiring and engaging bodhicitta.1


Please Note


Although this series is coauthored, the vast majority of the material is His Holiness’s teachings. I researched and wrote the parts about the Pāli tradition, wrote some other passages, and composed the reflections. For ease of reading, most honorifics have been omitted, but that does not diminish the great respect we have for the most excellent sages, practitioners, and learned adepts. Foreign terms are given in italics parenthetically at their first usage. Unless otherwise noted with “P” or “T,” indicating Pāli or Tibetan, respectively, italicized terms are Sanskrit or the term is the same in Sanskrit and Pāli. When two italicized terms are listed, the first is Sanskrit, the second Pāli. For consistency, Sanskrit spelling is used for Sanskrit and Pāli terms in common usage (nirvāṇa, Dharma, arhat, and so forth), except in citations from Pāli scriptures. The term śrāvaka encompasses solitary realizers, unless there is reason to specifically differentiate them, as is done, for example, in chapter 5. To maintain the flow of a passage, it is not always possible to gloss all new terms on their first usage, so a glossary is provided at the end of the book. “Sūtra” often refers to Sūtrayāna and “Tantra” to Tantrayāna — the Sūtra Vehicle and Tantra Vehicle, respectively. When these two words are not capitalized, they refer to two types of scriptures: sūtras and tantras. Mahāyāna here refers principally to the bodhisattva path as explained in the Sanskrit tradition. In general, the meaning of all philosophical terms accords with the presentation of the Prāsaṅgika Madhyamaka tenet system. Unless otherwise noted, the personal pronoun “I” refers to His Holiness.


Appreciation


My deepest respect goes to Śākyamuni Buddha and all the buddhas, bodhisattvas, and arhats who embody the Dharma and with compassion teach us unawakened beings. I also bow to all the realized lineage masters of all Buddhist traditions through whose kindness the Dharma still exists in our world.


This series appears in many volumes, so I will express appreciation to those involved in each individual volume. This volume, the fifth in the Library of Wisdom and Compassion, has depended on the abilities and efforts of His Holiness’s translators — Geshe Lhakdor, Geshe Dorji Damdul, and Mr. Tenzin Tsepak. I am grateful to Geshe Dorji Damdul, Geshe Dadul Namgyal, and Bhikṣuṇī Sangye Khadro for checking the manuscript, and to Samdhong Rinpoche for clarifying important points. I also thank Bhikkhu Bodhi for his clear teachings on the Pāli tradition and for generously answering my many questions. He also kindly looked over the sections of the book on the Pāli tradition before publication. The staff at the Private Office of His Holiness kindly facilitated the interviews, and Sravasti Abbey supported me while I worked on this volume. Mary Petrusewicz skillfully edited this book. I thank everyone at Wisdom Publications who contributed to the successful production of this series. All errors are my own.


Bhikṣuṇī Thubten Chodron
Sravasti Abbey
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Introduction


KINDNESS IS our first experience in life; our mother and those around her immediately extended affection, care, and a warm heart toward us. As we grow up, we continually experience the kindness of others — our teachers, friends, even the people we don’t know personally who provide the food, shelter, clothes, and medicine we need to stay alive. The kind hearts of others benefit us, but developing a kind heart ourselves really enriches our life by connecting us to others and enabling us to experience the joy of caring for and loving other sentient beings. In short, a kind heart is essential for our own and others’ welfare. For this reason I say, “My religion is kindness.” Everyone — even animals and insects — understands kindness and thrives by giving and receiving kindness.


Why should we be kind to others? First, kindness isn’t something foreign. Even ants and bees cooperate and take care of one another. They know that to survive they must work together. Animals look after their own kind. Rather than survival of the fittest, survival of the most cooperative enables life to continue. Charles Darwin said in the Descent of Man:2


As man advances in civilisation, and small tribes are united into larger communities, the simplest reason would tell each individual that he ought to extend his social instincts and sympathies to all the members of the same nation, though personally unknown to him. This point being once reached, there is only an artificial barrier to prevent his sympathies extending to the men of all nations and races . . . Sympathy beyond the confines of man, that is, humanity to lower animals, seems to be one of the latest moral acquisitions . . . This virtue, one of the noblest with which man is endowed, seems to arise incidentally from our sympathies becoming more tender and more widely diffused, until they are extended to all sentient beings.


And Albert Einstein tells us:3


A human being is part of the whole, called by us “Universe,” a part limited in time and space. He experiences himself, his thoughts and feelings as something separate from the rest — a kind of optical delusion of consciousness. The striving to free oneself from this delusion is the one issue of true religion. Not to nourish it but to try to overcome it is the way to reach the attainable measure of peace of mind.


Our happiness and well-being are interrelated with those of others. We depend on one another to have the necessities and enjoyments of life; so if others suffer, we too will be affected. Since we depend on others so much, they deserve to be treated well; repaying their kindness only makes sense. Extending ourselves to others with a warm heart, even in small ways, brings so much goodness in our world.


Love and compassion are not foreign to us. Those mental factors are an inextricable part of our minds. Through Buddhist practice, we consciously cultivate and extend our instinctual affinity for kindness and our innate ability to empathize and share with others. As sentient beings’ love and compassion increase, so does forgiveness. We become able to communicate better with others, listening to their stories and paying attention to their feelings and needs as well as to our own. This has a ripple effect in society, spreading a feeling of well-being within each person as well as among people, groups, and nations.


Generating love and compassion takes effort; first we must learn how to cultivate these qualities and use them effectively with wisdom. Reading the teachings in this book will give you the tools to go in that direction. Practicing under the guidance of a Buddhist teacher who can model the teachings in his or her own behavior is of great help and inspiration as well.












1 The Four Immeasurables


FOLLOWERS OF the Pāli tradition cultivate the four brahmavihāras (divine abidings, immeasurables) — immeasurable equanimity, love, compassion, and empathic joy — toward others. In the Mahāyāna these four are expanded and built upon to become the altruistic intention of bodhicitta that seeks to attain buddhahood in order to benefit all sentient beings. Practitioners engage in the practices of the Perfection and Vajra Vehicles motivated by this altruistic intention.


We’ll begin by exploring the four immeasurables as explained in the Pāli text The Path of Purification (Visuddhimagga), by the fifth-century Indian sage Buddhaghosa. His explanation not only accords with Mahāyāna teachings but also gives practitioners of the Mahāyāna some new angles to approach love (maitrī, mettā), compassion (karuṇā), empathic joy (muditā), and equanimity (upekṣā, upekkhā). This will be followed by an explanation of the four immeasurables in the Perfection Vehicle (Pāramitāyāna) and in the Vajra Vehicle (Vajrayāna). All of these explanations are instructions for meditation.


The Four Immeasurables in the Pāli Tradition


Buddhaghosa devotes an entire chapter of The Path of Purification to the development of the four immeasurables, which are widely taught and practiced in both the Pāli and Sanskrit traditions. They are called “immeasurable” or “boundless” (apramāṇa, appamañña) for several reasons. First, they are directed with a mind free of prejudice or partiality toward an immeasurable number of sentient beings. In addition, they are ideally to be practiced in states of dhyāna in which the limited intentions of desire-realm minds have been superseded. Although meditators may have been born in the desire realm, their minds become form-sphere consciousnesses when entering a dhyāna with one of these four as its object. A form-realm consciousness is not limited by the five hindrances (āvaraṇa) that interfere with the cultivation of concentration: sensual desire (kāmacchanda), malice (vyāpāda, byāpāda), lethargy and sleepiness (styāna-middha, thīna-middha), restlessness and regret (auddhatya-kaukṛtya, uddhacca-kukkucca), and deluded doubt (vicikitsā, vicikicchā). Dhyānic states also are imbued with the five dhyānic factors: investigation (vitarka, vitakka), analysis (vicāra), joy (prīti, pīti), bliss (sukha), and one-pointedness (ekāgratā, ekaggatā) that render them boundless.4


The four immeasurables are also called “brahmavihāras” or “divine abodes,” after Brahmā, the deity who is the ruler of one of the dhyānic realms where beings’ minds are pure, smooth, and gentle. In the term “brahmavihāra,” “brahma” implies pure because these four are free from attachment, anger, and apathy. They are also the best — another implication of the term “brahma” — because they are beneficial attitudes to have toward sentient beings. The four are called “abodes” or “ways of living” because they are peaceful resting places for the mind, in that they are virtuous mental states that help us to live in constructive ways that help ourselves and others.


Practiced in daily life, love, compassion, empathic joy, and equanimity will make our minds and relationships with others warmer and more peaceful. Practiced in meditation, these four can be used to cultivate concentration and attain the dhyānas (meditative stabilizations). Of course the best effects come if we do both, because maintaining a peaceful mind by practicing the four immeasurables between formal meditation sessions increases their power during meditation sessions. Similarly, after abiding single-pointedly in one of the four immeasurables during meditation, a person’s mind tends to be permeated with it after the meditation session.


The Three Higher Trainings and the Four Immeasurables


The three higher trainings are encapsulated in the four immeasurables, as illustrated by the Mettā Sutta. At the outset of this sūtra, the Buddha spoke of the type of person who practices love. This practice involves the higher training in ethical conduct, because to develop love for others we must first refrain from harming them. The second part of the sūtra details all the beings to extend love toward and explains how to meditate on love so that it leads to states of meditative absorption, which pertains to the higher training in concentration. The end of the sūtra speaks of how this practice can lead to the cultivation of insight and thus to nirvāṇa, which necessitates the higher training in wisdom.


When practiced by someone who has not cultivated wisdom, meditation on the four immeasurables has the potential to lead to rebirth in any of the divine realms of the Brahmā world that correspond to the dhyānas.5 However, the ultimate aim of meditation on the four brahmavihāras is to attain a pliable, concentrated mind that can penetrate the three characteristics — that is, the impermanence, unsatisfactoriness, and selflessness of things — and serve as a basis for insight.


In many sūtras, the Buddha spoke of practitioners abiding with their hearts imbued with love that extends in all directions. Such practitioners have attained a meditative absorption that is called the “liberation of mind with love” (P. mettā-cetovimutti). This mind, which genuinely wishes all beings to have happiness, has temporarily abandoned the five hindrances, especially anger and malice, through the force of single-pointed concentration. The Buddha praises this samādhi because of its ability to prevent anger from arising and banish anger that has arisen. When practitioners have attained the ārya eightfold path and apply this mind of dhyāna to it, they progress through the stages and attain arhatship.6


Teachers may present the four immeasurables in slightly different ways — for instance, as a practice to improve our relationships with others, as a practice to heal destructive emotions, or as a practice through which to cultivate serenity.


One way to practice them in our relationships with others in daily life is as follows: Love has the aspect of friendliness toward sentient beings and wishes them to have happiness and its causes. This should be our basic attitude toward any living being we encounter. When we see the suffering of sentient beings, we respond with compassion, abandoning any fear or disgust, and do what we can to be of assistance. When we witness their happiness, success, virtue, and good qualities, our response is empathic joy — the opposite of the jealousy that so often plagues us. After that, we remain balanced and equanimous because our aims for sentient beings have been accomplished. However, sometimes we see others’ duḥkha and try to help, but they are not open to removing the causes of their misery. At that time, rather than giving in to frustration or despair, practicing equanimity is best. In that way, the door remains open so that we can help them if an opportunity arises at a later date.


Introduction to the Four Divine Abodes


The Path of Purification says love “has the aspect of friendliness as its characteristic. Its function is to promote friendliness. It is manifested as the disappearance of malice and annoyance. Its proximate cause is seeing others as lovable. When it succeeds, it eliminates malice. When it fails, it degenerates into selfish affectionate desire.”


Love views one, many, or all beings as lovable and wishes them well. We may begin with one or just a few people. By gradually increasing our ability to love, we will be able to extend love to more and more living beings until it spreads to all beings without exception. It will spread to both those who treat us well and those who disparage or harm us, to those who have good values and those who do not, to those we approve of and those we don’t, to those who are well-liked by all and those who are despised. This love does not seek anything for ourselves; the pleasure is in loving. Such love is strong, not fickle according to either our mood or how others treat us. It is ready to help, but does not have an agenda or coerce others to fulfill our expectations.


Many movies, novels, and other art forms deal with romantic and sensual “love.” From a Buddhist viewpoint, this emotion should more accurately be called “attachment,” as it is generally based on exaggerating someone’s good qualities or projecting excellent qualities that aren’t present. Attachment also gives way to emotional neediness and possessiveness that lead to making demands or having high expectations of the other. Immeasurable love is free from such complications.


Combining the understanding of selflessness with love demolishes any sense of possession. Love infused with a sense of selflessness knows that ultimately there is no possessor or person to possess. There is no independent soul or essence in a person to love or to be loved. The highest love wishes beings to have the highest happiness and will show others the path to the end of suffering, the path realized and taught by the Buddha.


In The Path of Purification Buddhaghosa says compassion “has the aspect of allaying suffering for its characteristic. Its function is to find others’ suffering unbearable. It manifests as noncruelty and nonviolence. Its proximate cause is seeing helplessness in those overwhelmed by suffering. When it succeeds, it reduces cruelty. When it fails, it produces personal distress.” Compassion enables us to look at suffering in all its tortuous varieties without succumbing to despair. From the annoyance of the smallest inconvenience, to extreme physical pain, to unfathomable emotional misery, all beings caught in saṃsāra are susceptible to duḥkha. Instead of reacting by medicating the distress we experience when seeing our own or others’ suffering, compassion opens our heart to this universal experience and reaches out either directly or indirectly to others. This compassion isn’t limited to those who are evidently suffering, but extends to those who seem happy at this moment yet still live under the control of ignorance, afflictions, and polluted karma.


Immeasurable compassion, like immeasurable love, does not favor some and exclude others. It does not blame others for their own suffering, but realizes that it was caused by a mind overwhelmed by ignorance. In addition, compassion does not blame one person for another person’s suffering, but understands that both beings are controlled by karma and thus both are worthy of compassion, whether they are the perpetrator or victim of harm.


Empathic joy delights at the happiness and good fortune of others. Buddhaghosa says empathic joy “is characterized by bringing joy. Its function is to oppose envy, and it manifests as the abandonment of jealousy and boredom. Its proximate cause is seeing others’ success. When it succeeds, it reduces jealousy and boredom. When it fails, it produces overexcitement.” In contrast to the misery of jealousy — thinking that we, not they, should be happy and have good opportunities — empathic joy is gladness in our own hearts that rejoices at others’ well-being. When we consciously cultivate empathic joy, we see so much goodness in the world. Instead of the world seeming bleak and filled with narrow-minded people and corrupt governments, our view will expand to see the goodness in others and the many ways in which people help each other on a daily basis. At present the source of our empathic joy may be limited to our own personal gain and the gain of those we cherish. As our empathic joy expands, we will rejoice in the virtue and success of others.


Buddhaghosa describes equanimity as “characterized by promoting the aspect of balance toward beings. Its function is to see equality in beings. It manifests as the subduing of anger and attachment. Its proximate cause is seeing the ownership of karma thus: ‘Beings are owners of their karma. Whose (if not theirs) is the choice by which they will become happy, or will be free from suffering, or will not lose the success they have attained?’ When it succeeds, equanimity makes anger and attachment subside. When it fails, it produces an unknowing equanimity, which is [worldly indifference and apathy] based on the householder life.”


Our lives consist of so many extremes — wealth and poverty, loneliness and belonging, high and low status, praise and blame — and our emotions likewise vacillate with each new object, person, or situation we encounter. Equanimity is steadiness of mind, tranquility in the midst of whatever environment we find ourselves in and whatever treatment we receive. It is not uninterested, apathetic indifference in which we build a wall to protect ourselves from emotional pain. Rather, equanimity is relaxed, receptive, free of fear and clinging. It allows our spiritual practice to stay on track without being buffeted around here and there by exciting new ideas or intense emotions. Without clinging to anything, equanimity gives space to appreciate everything.


Understanding karma fosters equanimity. People meet with results of causes they created. For example, when we encounter misfortune, there’s no reason for depression. The situation is a result of actions we ourselves did, and as with everything, it too will pass. When success comes our way, there’s no reason for elation, because it is a passing result of our actions. Rather than blame other people, we accept the results of our actions, knowing that if we want a different future, we must act now to create the causes for it.


Practicing equanimity is helpful when dealing with people who insult us or people who are not receptive to our help. In the former case, we remain equanimous in the face of others’ insults, knowing that we don’t need to take their words personally and that what they say is more a reflection of their unhappiness than it is of anything we did. In the latter case, someone may have responded to our intention to help by telling us to mind our own business. Rather than feeling frustrated or becoming angry, we can choose to remain equanimous and let the other person be, knowing that we can control neither him nor the situation. As related in the Upakkilesa Sutta (MN 128), the monks at Kosambī were engaged in vicious disputes that sometimes spilled over into brawls. The Buddha gave them advice, but the monks refused to listen and responded that it was their quarrel. Seeing that these disciples’ minds were overwhelmed with anger, resentment, and belligerence, the Buddha went alone to another village where his disciples were more receptive.


Insight into the nature of reality is helpful for the cultivation of equanimity. Suffering ensues from grasping at I and mine. We think, “I was criticized,” “My new car was dented,” “His lies destroyed my reputation.” Grasping at I and mine clearly disturbs the mind, sending it away from equanimity and into flurries of clinging, animosity, and resentment. Understanding that there is no I or mine releases craving and other afflictions, allowing equanimity to arise.


The commentary The Illuminator of the Supreme Meaning (Paramatthajotikā), attributed to Buddhaghosa, succinctly defines the four immeasurables (2.128):


Love is the state of desiring to offer happiness and welfare, with the thought “May all beings be happy,” and so forth. Compassion is the state of desiring to remove suffering and misfortunate, with the thought “May they be liberated from these sufferings,” and so forth. Empathic joy is the state of desiring the continuity of [others’] happiness and welfare, with the thought “You beings are rejoicing; it is good that you are rejoicing; it is very good,” and so forth. Equanimity is the state of observing [another’s] suffering or happiness and thinking, “These appear because of that individual’s own past activities.”


The four brahmavihāras are generated in the above order. Each successive one does not override its predecessor; all four permeate and complement one another. Compassion prevents love and empathic joy from forgetting the misery of the world or becoming wrapped up in the pleasant feelings that they bring. Love prevents compassion from becoming partial and keeps it focused on all beings, not just those with manifest gross suffering. Empathic joy prevents compassion from sliding into despair because empathic joy remembers goodness and happiness. Equanimity keeps love, compassion, and empathic joy focused on the ultimate aim of nirvāṇa. It makes them stable so they don’t deteriorate into uncontrolled or sentimental emotionalism.


Here we see that the path is not about cultivating isolated virtuous emotions and attitudes. When cultivated together, these virtuous mental states complement, balance, and enhance one another. It is clear that the path to nirvāṇa does not entail doing one practice only, but developing all aspects of our human character.




REFLECTION


Contemplate the gist of each of the brahmavihāras. How do these short explanations expand the usual way you think of love, compassion, empathic joy, and equanimity? Do these summaries pique your interest in having a deeper understanding of the four?


1. Love has the aspect of friendliness and its function is to promote friendliness. It makes malice and annoyance disappear. Its proximate cause is seeing others as endearing. When it succeeds, it eliminates malice. When it fails, it degenerates into selfish affectionate desire.


2. Compassion has the aspect of allaying suffering. It functions to find others’ suffering unbearable and manifests as noncruelty and nonviolence. Its proximate cause is seeing those overwhelmed by suffering as needing help. When it succeeds, it reduces cruelty. When it fails, it produces personal distress.


3. Empathic joy delights at the happiness and good fortune of others. It brings joy and functions to oppose envy; it causes jealousy and boredom to subside. Its proximate cause is seeing other beings’ success. When it succeeds, it reduces jealousy and boredom. When it fails, it produces giddy excitement.


4. Equanimity promotes balance toward beings and functions to see equality in beings. It subdues anger and attachment. Its proximate cause is seeing that each being is the owner of their karma. When it succeeds, equanimity reduces anger and attachment. When it fails, it produces indifference and apathy.





Meditation on Love


The Sutta on Love (Karaṇīya Mettā Sutta, Sn 1.8) speaks of immeasurable love in particular and is one of the most well-liked and oft-recited sūtras. Since animosity is the opposite of love and prevents its development, it is essential to reduce anger and ill will. We begin this process by reflecting on the disadvantages of animosity and the benefits of patience and fortitude. This step occurs at the outset, because we “cannot abandon unseen dangers and attain unknown advantages” (Vism 9.2).


Anger and hatred destroy trust and tear apart valued relationships; they destroy the merit created with great effort; they compel us to act in ways we later regret, bringing on guilt and remorse. Fortitude, on the other hand, is like a soothing balm on a wound and a beautiful piece of jewelry that attracts others to us. It protects our virtue and all that is valuable to us in this and future lives.


Initially it is important to cultivate love toward specific people in a definite order. It is recommended not to begin the cultivation of any of the four immeasurables toward someone to whom you are or could be sexually attracted. There is the amusing but unfortunate story of a man who was meditating on love for his wife and, confusing love with sexual attraction, tried to leave his meditation room to get to his wife. However, so blinded was he by lust, he couldn’t see the door and so spent all night fighting with the wall! Also, the people we initially cultivate love toward should be alive. Since the deceased are no longer in the form in which we knew them, cultivating love for them is difficult. However, out of concern for our deceased relatives and friends, we can make offerings to the Three Jewels on their behalf and imagine that they rejoice in the merit dedicated for them.


First cultivate love toward yourself. Contemplate repeatedly, “May I be happy and free from suffering. May I be free from animosity, affliction, and anxiety, and live happily.” Add whatever other good wishes you would like, such as, “May I be generous and kind,” and “May I be free from internal and external obstacles on the path.” Focusing on yourself first is important to develop the feeling of what it is like to wish someone well. In the process of doing this, you will realize that being happy and peaceful and avoiding pain are everyone’s fundamental wishes.


Some people may wonder if generating love toward themselves is selfish or self-indulgent. Cultivating love toward yourself is not selfish because the goal is to generate love toward all beings, which includes yourself. You are no more or less important than others; you are also worthy of love and kindness. Since many people suffer from self-hatred, this meditation is an excellent counteracting method. While cultivating love for yourself alone does not bring meditative absorption, it does get you going in the right direction. Conversely, following selfishness and self-indulgence is unkind to yourself and causes misery. Self-centeredness, which makes you greedy, easily offended, and vindictive, does not bring you happiness, whereas developing mental tranquility that is free from afflictions does.


Having generated love for yourself, extend love to others by contemplating, “Just as I want to be happy and never experience suffering, so too do other beings.” The next person to send love to should be someone you respect and for whom you have positive feelings. It is recommended to consider the qualities of your spiritual mentor, preceptor, or another teacher and recall the help you have received from them. With awareness of his or her kindness, cultivate love by contemplating, “May he be happy and free from suffering. May he be free from animosity, affliction, and anxiety and live happily.” By recalling the inspiring example of this person’s virtuous conduct and learning, it is possible to attain meditative absorption on love with respect to him.


Continue to extend love more broadly. Doing this involves breaking down the barrier in your mind that puts people into narrow categories and believes stereotypes. Now cultivate love toward a very dear friend, thinking in the same way as above. Generating love for a dear friend is done after generating it for a respected person because focusing on a dear person can easily make attachment arise under the guise of love, whereas this doesn’t happen toward a person you respect and appreciate.


When the mind is malleable, turn your attention to a neutral person and, seeing her as a dear friend, generate love. When your mind is compliant with this, go on to develop love for a hostile person, seeing him as neutral. A hostile person is not someone who is hostile toward you — although he may feel that way — but someone for whom you have hostile feelings. Those fortunate few who do not see others as harmful or threatening and who do not get upset with uncooperative people can skip generating love toward hostile people.




REFLECTION


1. Cultivate love for yourself by reflecting again and again, “May I be happy and free from suffering. May I be free from animosity, anxiety, and live happily.” Add whatever other good wishes you would like, such as “May I be generous and kind” and “May I be free from internal and external obstacles on the path.” Do this slowly so you feel the change in your attitude for yourself.


2. Contemplate in the same way, wishing the same good circumstances for someone you respect.


3. Contemplate in the same way, wishing the same good circumstances for a friend.


4. Contemplate in the same way, wishing the same good circumstances for a neutral person — for example, a stranger you see at the store.


5. Contemplate in the same way, wishing the same good circumstances for someone you usually feel hostile toward. Imagine that person being happy and because of that their actions and speech change.


6. Rest your mind in the feeling of wishing everyone happiness and imagining them as being happy.





Counteracting Animosity and Anger


Many of us find it difficult to wish happiness and well-being to those who have harmed us, because our mind is chained by resentment and grudge-holding. We may wish to retaliate for the harm we received or hope the government does it for us, through imprisonment, capital punishment, or military strikes. If we see ourselves as civilized, we may simply wish that those who harmed us encounter misfortune that will teach them a lesson or give them a taste of their own medicine. If you cannot get past these negative feelings, return to generating love toward one of the previous persons, and when the mind is drenched in that feeling, then return to the difficult person.


If animosity persists, apply an antidote, such as the ones offered below. If one doesn’t release the anger, try another. Practice these antidotes repeatedly over time; don’t expect that simply changing your thought once will change it forever.


Reflecting on the disadvantages of anger is a worthy antidote. The Buddha said (MN 128.6.):


“He abused me, he struck me,


he defeated me, he robbed me” —


In those who harbor thoughts like these


hatred will never be allayed.


For in this world hatred is never


allayed by further acts of hate.


It is allayed by nonhatred (compassion) —


That is the fixed and ageless law.


Bhikkhu Anuruddha explains how he lives in harmony with other bhikkhus (MN 128.12):


I think thus: “It is a gain for me, it is a great gain for me that I am living with such companions in the holy life.” I maintain physical acts of love toward these venerable ones both openly and privately. I maintain verbal acts of love toward them both openly and privately. I maintain mental acts of love toward them both openly and privately. I consider: “Why should I not set aside what I wish to do and do what these venerable ones wish to do?” Then I set aside what I wish to do and do what these venerable ones wish to do. We are different in body, but one in mind.


Imagine practicing like Anuruddha does with your family, colleagues, and community members.


The Buddha detailed seven disadvantages of anger in Sutta on the Wretchedness of Anger (AN 7.64) by describing what someone wishes for his enemy and showing that anger accomplishes his enemy’s wishes. For example, an enemy may wish us to be ugly, to have an unfortunate rebirth, to experience pain, or to lack prosperity, wealth, a good reputation, and harmonious relationships. We accomplish all these things for him, through our own anger, without him harming us at all.


1. Even if we have bathed in fragrant water, wear stylish clothes, and are adorned with luxurious jewelry, we become ugly when angry.


2. Even if we are lying on a comfortable bed snuggled in luxurious blankets, we are in pain when we’re angry.


3. We may have prosperity, but when we ruminate with angry thoughts, we make bad decisions that destroy our prosperity.


4. We may have wealth, but a mind bound by anger cannot enjoy it. Although we may work hard to procure wealth, it is dissipated in fines due to unwise actions motivated by anger.


5. We may have a good reputation, but lose it by falling prey to anger.


6. We may want friends and good family relations, but dreading our temper, others stay away from us.


7. Although we wish for a peaceful death and a fortunate rebirth, anger fuels destructive physical, verbal, and mental actions, creating the causes for the opposite.




REFLECTION


Contemplate the seven disadvantages of anger one by one. For each:


1. Imagine relaxing with a peaceful mind untainted by anger.


2. Then think of a person and situation you are upset and angry about and watch your comfort instantly evaporate.




3. Recognize that it is your attitude that brings the pain. The unpleasant situation is not happening to you now, but because the mind clings to an image of the past, you are miserable in the present.





Contemplating these helps us realize that letting our mind dwell in anger and malice is self-sabotaging. External enemies do not make us miserable; our anger already does an excellent job of that.


Hearing others’ disturbing speech often triggers anger to arise in the mind. If we remember the above seven disadvantages of anger and apply the following advice the Buddha gave, we’ll be able to release animosity and replace it with love (MN 21.11).


There are these five courses of speech that others may use when they address you: their speech may be timely or untimely, true or untrue, gentle or harsh, connected with good or with harm, spoken with a mind of love or with inner hate . . . Herein, monastics, you should train thus: “Our minds will remain unaffected, and we shall utter no evil words; we shall abide compassionate for their welfare, with a mind of love, without inner hate. We shall abide pervading that person with a mind imbued with love, and starting with him, we shall abide pervading the all-encompassing world with a mind imbued with love, abundant, exalted, immeasurable, without animosity and without malice.” That is how you should train.


The love the Buddha speaks of here is love at the state of dhyāna. Such love will carry over when the person leaves the dhyāna state and returns to an everyday state of mind. Even if we have not attained dhyāna yet, training our mind to approach all beings with such a loving attitude will overwhelm any discomfort, suspicion, and malice that our mind harbors and imbue it with a sense of ease and affection toward all.


Contemplating the simile of the saw can free the mind from malice (MN 21.20):


Monastics, even if bandits were to sever you savagely limb by limb with a two-handled saw, he who gave rise to a mind of hate toward them would not be carrying out my teaching.


Rather than responding with hate, the Buddha recommended responding as in the previous quotation. For those who have strong faith and confidence in the Buddha’s teachings and want to adhere to and embody them, thinking as above is effective in releasing enmity.


Reflecting on the person’s good qualities is also helpful to bring the mind back to a more balanced perspective. For example, the person who spoke harshly is not physically violent and often helps others to meet a deadline at work. Another person may be ill mannered when driving, but refined when greeting strangers. Recalling the person’s good qualities when he is in a congenial situation enables us to dispel our rigid and critical attitude of him. It is best to do this type of reflection often, especially in times when we are not upset. By familiarizing ourselves with this more comprehensive understanding of the other person, we strengthen our mindfulness and will be able to call it to mind more quickly when a difficult situation arises.


If we have difficulty seeing any good qualities in the person, then we should generate compassion for her, thinking of the karma she is creating and the kind of results she will experience due to it. Considering that she will likely have an unfortunate rebirth, or if born human, will encounter numerous obstacles and sufferings, there is no use wishing her harm. It is similar to seeing someone who is ill: the person is already suffering, so compassion, not malice, is appropriate. To overcome resentment toward someone whose behavior is vulgar and harmful, Śāriputra advises us to contemplate the following (AN 5.162):


May this respectable individual abandon improper physical actions and cultivate proper ones. May he abandon improper verbal actions and cultivate proper ones. May he abandon improper mental actions and cultivate proper ones. Why? So that this respectable individual will not be reborn in a state of loss, in an unfortunate realm, in ruin, or in hell after the dissolution of the body and death.


Another method to dispel animosity is to reflect on the karmic result of holding on to it. Here we reflect that we are the owner of our deeds and are the heir of our actions. We ask ourselves: “Is my way of thinking going to lead to awakening? Will it create the cause for a fortunate rebirth so I can continue practicing the Dharma? Or will this anger cause me to be separated from the Dharma, from companions in the holy life, and from an excellent spiritual mentor?”


Thinking of the Buddha’s responses when he faced the aggression of others in his previous lives as a bodhisattva can inspire us to forgive others their faults and relax our mind. The Jātaka tells many stories of the bodhisattva’s previous lives as human beings or as animals, in which others harmed him, were ungrateful, or betrayed his trust. In all of these, he responded with compassion, never retaliating or holding a grudge. His ability to forgive and love those who harmed him were important factors in his attaining full awakening. The bodhisattva’s behavior is an inspiring role model and emulating it will release the pain of our anger.


Another technique to free our mind from anger is to reflect that all sentient beings have been our mother, father, siblings, and children. As our mother, they carried us in their womb, gave birth to us, fed us, cleaned us, played with us, and taught us. As our mother or father, they worked hard to earn an income to feed and support us. As our siblings, they helped us and played with us. As our children, we loved them unconditionally and they brought us great joy by trusting and loving us. Earnestly reflecting in this way, we come to see that we have received outstanding benefit from all sentient beings in the past. It is unfitting that we now harbor enmity for them. In this way, our feelings of affection and gratitude overpower any resentment or grudge we may hold against others (Vism 9.36).


Bringing in analytical wisdom is also useful. Ask yourself, “What am I angry at? Is it the hair on his head? His teeth? Nails? The water element in the body? The earth element?” Or we examine, “Among the five aggregates in dependence on which this person is called so-and-so, what aggregate am I angry with? His body? His mind? A primary mind or a mental factor?” Searching for the real person who is the source of our anger becomes like painting in space (Vism 9.38).


Another idea is to give the person a gift. Others’ animosity toward us and ours toward them subside when a gift is given and received earnestly (Vism 9.39).


When anger has subsided by employing one of these methods, we experience the satisfaction of having transformed our mind into either a neutral or wholesome state. We experience happiness or equanimity and increase our ability to prevent and abandon anger in the future. Both our body and mind are tranquil.




REFLECTION


1. Think of a person whom you are angry with. Think, “This person is a complex human being with good qualities and faults.” Focus on their admirable qualities.


2. Contemplate the karma this person is creating by doing the action that you find objectionable: what a sad situation it is that they want to be happy but are creating the causes for suffering. Try to feel how much they want happiness, yet through their harmful actions they are preventing their own happiness. In addition, they will have to experience the suffering results of their actions. Generate compassion for the person.


3. Reflect that you’re in a similar situation — wanting happiness, not suffering, yet by holding on to anger and resentment you too are creating the cause for suffering. Have compassion for both the other person and yourself and release the anger.





Continuing the Meditation on Love


Once anger and resentment have dissipated, cultivate love toward the hostile person, just as you did toward the others.


Reciting the formula “May they be happy and free from suffering; may they be free from animosity, affliction, and anxiety, and live happily” is a tool. Cultivating love is not about reciting the formula; it is about generating the state of mind that corresponds to the words that you are saying. If the recitation becomes mechanical and monotonous, change the formula by expressing it in your own words; contemplate in more detail the types of happiness and good fortune you would like someone to experience. Imagine that person in their ordinary state with confusion and suffering. Then imagine how he would feel and act if he were free from specific miseries and had specific types of opportunities, good qualities, and conducive conditions. Imagine him having these. Making the meditation detailed and personal opens your heart to the experience of love. When the feeling of love arises, it will gain momentum, and after a while the meditation will carry on by itself without your having to use the formula.


Follow this by breaking down the barriers: see the five individuals — ourselves, the respected person, the friend, the neutral person, and the hostile person — as equal and generate love equally for each of them. Buddhaghosa describes the sign of having succeeded in breaking down the barriers: Let’s say five people are being held hostage and one has to give up his or her life. If you feel no difference among the five when the hostage-taker selects one, you have succeeded in breaking down the barriers. In other words, you lack any animosity that hopes the hostile person is chosen, no self-disparagement in wanting yourself to be sacrificed, no attachment in not wanting the dear one or respected person to be selected, and no apathy in not caring if the neutral person is chosen.7


According to Buddhaghosa, when barriers of extending love to the five individuals have been broken down and a meditator is able to radiate love equally to all five, simultaneously the counterpart sign (P. paṭibhāga-nimitta) appears, and access concentration (P. upacāra samādhi) is attained. Continuing to meditate, she attains the full concentration (P. appanā samādhi) of the first dhyāna by developing and repeatedly practicing the counterpart sign. In the first dhyāna, the five hindrances have been suppressed and the five factors — investigation, analysis, joy, bliss, and one-pointedness — are present. She also attains the liberation of mind with love. As meditation continues, the second and third dhyānas will be gained.


Only when a meditator has attained one of the dhyānas does she have the ability to train her mind in extending love so that she (MN 43.31)


dwells pervading one direction with a mind (heart) imbued with love, likewise the second direction, the third direction, and the fourth direction. Thus above, below, across, and everywhere, and to all as to herself, she dwells pervading the entire world with a mind imbued with loving-kindness, vast, exalted, measureless, without animosity, without malice.


Meditators begin by extending love to one direction — the east — so that it pervades all sentient beings there. When doing this, it is recommended to begin small, thinking of one dwelling and extending love to everyone there. When the mind is malleable, then expand it to two dwellings, radiating love there. Gradually extend the radius of love to the town, state, and the entire eastern sector. When that meditation is firm, add on the other directions — the remaining three cardinal directions, the four intermediate directions, up, and down — sending love to each place, one by one.


Then radiate love everywhere without specifying a particular direction. Love is extended equally to all beings regardless of their realm of existence, social status, race, ethnicity, religion, and so forth. Love is shared with everyone, be they friend, enemy, or stranger, irrespective of how they feel about us or treat us. This love is measureless or boundless in that love for each being is unlimited, it extends to immeasurable sentient beings, and meditators are totally familiar with it. Without any pollution by bad feelings, grief, or suffering, this love is pure, impartial, and unconditional.


To practice love as a divine abode, meditators contemplate it at all times when they are awake and in all postures — sitting, standing, lying down, and walking. This leads to the liberation of mind with love — that is, love at the level of the full concentration of a dhyāna. It is called “liberation of mind with love” because while in that absorption, the mind is liberated from anger and animosity. Any manifest anger will disappear and anger that hasn’t arisen will not arise. The suppleness of such love is available only to those whose minds have reached absorption.


Together with extending the range of their love, meditators also intensify the experience of love. This is done by seeing all sentient beings as their children. The Mettā Sutta says (Sn 1.8):


As a mother would, with all her life, protect her only child, so one should develop a boundless heart toward all beings.


A mother loves her only child with all her being and does not lament relinquishing her own happiness — even her life — to protect her child. In a similar way, meditators view other sentient beings with intense affection, care, and concern. Remembering that in our beginningless infinite rebirths we have all been one another’s mothers helps us eliminate feelings of separateness and self-concern and open our hearts to unconditionally love all beings just as a mother loves her only child.


To cultivate love we must contemplate many points: why our anger is unreasonable, others’ kindness, the wide variety of living beings, and so forth. Given that so much thinking and visualization are involved, we may wonder, how can we attain the single-pointedness of dhyāna?


In the early stages of cultivating love, thought and imagination are necessary. But once love is aroused and becomes strong and stable, these are no longer needed. Instead, we abide in the experience of love and radiate that to others. Radiating love does not depend on verbalization or conception. When the mind is well trained and very familiar with love, mentally reciting “extend love to the east, to the west . . .” is not necessary. Rather, the mind becomes absorbed in the experience of love, and radiating love assumes a momentum of its own. Cultivating love in meditation leads to a level of samādhi that corresponds to dhyāna. Interestingly, the four brahmavihāras were not explained as states of dhyāna in the early sūtras, but Pāli commentaries say that practitioners can develop them to the level of dhyāna.


The liberation of mind with love is practiced with unspecified pervasion by thinking, “May all beings be happy and free from suffering. May they be free from anger, affliction, and anxiety, and live happily.” Then “all breathing things,” “all creatures,” “all persons,” and “all those with a personality” are substituted, one by one, for “all beings,” and love radiated to them. Although these five terms are synonymous with “all beings,” meditating on each of them one by one gives us different perspectives on the object of our love.


The liberation of mind with love can also be practiced in seven ways with specified pervasion by thinking in this order: “May all women be happy and free from suffering. May they be free from animosity, affliction, and anxiety, and live happily.” Then “men,” “āryas,” “ordinary beings,” “devas,” “human beings,” and “those born in unfortunate realms” are substituted for “women” and love spread to them.


The liberation of mind with love is cultivated to pervade the ten directions in ten ways, by thinking as above first toward all beings in the east, then the west, north, south, northeast, southeast, southwest, northwest, above, and below. Then each of the twelve types of beings8 can be thought of in each of the directions: “May all beings in the east . . . ” up to “May all those in unfortunate realms in the downward direction be free from animosity, affliction, and anxiety, and live happily.” In addition, each of the phrases for well-being — “be free from animosity,” “be free from affliction,” “be free from anxiety,” and “live happily” — is one meditative absorption, so when put together there are quite a number of absorptions. Developing any of the liberations of mind with love with any of these absorptions will bring the eleven benefits mentioned below.




REFLECTION


1. Imagine the person who you are upset with in their ordinary state afflicted with confusion and suffering.


2. Then imagine how they would feel, act, and speak if they were free from specific miseries and had specific types of opportunities, good qualities, and conducive conditions. Imagine them having these.


3. Seeing the person in a different light, let love wishing them to have happiness arise.


4. Do the above reflection for other beings until you get to the point where it is easy to extend the wish for them to be happy to all sentient beings.





Cultivating Love Benefits Self and Others


The Buddha speaks of eleven benefits accruing to those who practice the liberation of mind with love regularly (AN 11.15):9


1. They sleep well, free from restless sleep and apnea.


2. They awake well, without groaning, yawning, and rolling over to go back to sleep.




3. They do not experience nightmares but have auspicious dreams, such as paying respects at a stūpa or offering homage to the Three Jewels.


4. They are dear to humans, who appreciate and respect them.


5. They are dear to nonhumans, who are grateful for their serenity that brings peace among them.


6. Deities protect them.


7. Fire, poison, and weapons do not affect them. Here a story is told of a hunter who threw a spear at a cow who was nursing her calf. The spear bounced off her due to the power of her love that wished for the well-being of her calf.


8. Their minds are easily concentrated, not subject to sluggishness.


9. The expression on their face is serene.


10. They die without confusion, as if they were simply falling asleep.


11. If they do not attain a supramundane realization, after death they will be born in the Brahmā world in the form realm. Meditators who have attained any of the four immeasurables — that is, a mind of dhyāna with any of these four as its object — during their life will have the intention associated with this immeasurable arise as they die. This is an invariable karma that will ripen by the person being reborn in the corresponding level of the Brahmā world.10


The cultivation of love benefits our own mind as well as the society around us. At the time of the Buddha, a murderous bandit named Aṅgulimāla terrorized the land. Having killed 999 people and made a necklace of their finger bones, he was seeking his next victim when the Buddha intervened. The power of the Buddha’s peace and love subdued Aṅgulimāla, who became one of his monastic disciples. Then one day when King Prasenajit went to visit the Buddha, the Buddha introduced him to Aṅgulimāla. The king reacted with terror and dread, but the Buddha assured him that there was nothing to fear. Conversing with Aṅgulimāla, the king was astounded by the change and relieved that his subjects could now live without fearing this serial murderer. Addressing the Buddha, King Prasenajit said (MN 86.13):


It is wonderful, venerable sir, it is marvelous how the Blessed One tames the untamed, brings peace to the unpeaceful, and leads to nibbāna those who have not attained nibbāna. Venerable sir, we ourselves could not tame him with force and weapons, yet the Blessed One has tamed him without force or weapons.


Love is also effective at stilling disturbance by spirits, negative energy, and threats from human beings. The Buddha taught the famous Sutta on Love because his disciples’ meditation was being disturbed by antagonistic spirits. By the monastics cultivating profound love for all beings, the spirits were subdued and their interference ceased. When Devadatta released a wild elephant with the hopes it would trample the Buddha, the Buddha’s meditation on love soothed the elephant, who bowed to him instead. The laywoman Sāmāvati was protected from the actions of her jealous husband by meditating on love. The Buddha also instructed monastics to contemplate love for snakes, scorpions, centipedes, spiders, lizards, and rodents, and to speak of the excellent qualities of the Three Jewels to protect themselves from being bitten by these creatures.


Cultivating love in a dangerous situation cannot be done out of fear or anger, for such emotions are the antithesis of love. Rather, understanding the suffering of these beings and wishing them well, cultivate love and compassion for them. Love, particularly in a mind of dhyāna, protects you from external and internal disturbances. Furthermore, the liberation of mind with love energizes practitioners to reach out and directly help others whenever the possibility arises. In the process of helping others, it is important not to transgress whatever precepts we have taken.


Meditating on love reduces interferences and increases conducive circumstances so that meditation on other topics will proceed smoothly. Here a practitioner generates love for members of the Dharma community where she lives; this results in their living harmoniously together. Then she meditates on love for the deities in the area, who respond by protecting her. She continues by cultivating love for her benefactor, who, feeling her genuine concern, wishes to provide her with the requisites to continue her Dharma practice. She expands her love to include all the sentient beings in the area, which is conducive to having good relations with them such that they do not feel malice toward her and do not cause problems or interfere with her Dharma practice. In modern-day Thailand, some disciples cite the power of their spiritual mentor’s love as creating peaceful and conducive circumstances to meditate in that monastery.


The cultivation of love aids in the three types of abandonment of defilements: temporary abandonment, abandonment by suppression, and abandonment that eradicates. Developing love toward others can be used as an antidote to anger, resentment, spite, and other hostile emotions, and leads to temporary abandonment or abandonment by substitution of the opposite. For example, when we become angry because someone criticizes us or when resentment surges when remembering a harsh event from years ago, we can cultivate a loving feeling that replaces the disturbing emotion. This temporarily removes the affliction.


By attaining the full concentration of dhyāna on love, the five hindrances are suppressed by the power of concentration and cannot manifest.11 This is abandonment by suppression, and it lasts as long as the meditator remains in dhyāna or until the strength of the dhyāna has diminished to such a point that gross afflictions arise again.


By using the liberation of mind with love as the basis for developing insight, a meditator can attain arhatship, a state of abandonment that eradicates the defilements so that they can never return. This is done by meditating in a dhyāna, then leaving the dhyānic state and analyzing its components. Through this method, the meditator sees that even the blissful state of concentration is impermanent, unsatisfactory in nature, and selfless. This understanding of the three characteristics in turn leads to the realization of nirvāṇa, in which the fetters are forever eradicated.


Cultivating love benefits ourselves and others. The Buddha explains (SN 47.19):


“I will protect myself.” Monastics, thus should the establishments of mindfulness be practiced. “I will protect others.” Monastics, thus should the establishments of mindfulness be practiced. Protecting oneself, one protects others. Protecting others, one protects oneself.


And how is it that by protecting oneself one protects others? By the pursuit, development, and cultivation [of the four establishments of mindfulness] . . . And how is it that by protecting others one protects oneself? By fortitude, harmlessness, love, and empathic joy.


The commentary to this nikāya explains “protecting oneself, one protects others” as follows: Practicing the four establishments of mindfulness well by abandoning worldly pursuits, a meditator protects himself from duḥkha by attaining arhatship. Others who see his serene conduct develop the virtuous minds of confidence and inspiration. This will lead others to have a heavenly rebirth and to practice the path to liberation themselves. In this way, by protecting himself, a meditator protects others.


It further explains “protecting others, one protects oneself”: By cultivating fortitude, compassion (nonharm), love, and empathic joy, a meditator develops the dhyānas by taking the four immeasurables as the object. In this way, she protects others. By then employing the dhyānas as the basis for cultivating insight into the three characteristics and realizing nirvāṇa, she becomes an arhat, and in this way protects herself.


Some readers may wish that the Buddha had used the meditation on love to stimulate his disciples to become social activists and directly benefit suffering sentient beings. Here, however, the Buddha is focusing on meditation and its relationship with liberation. In other contexts, he explains how to apply fortitude, compassion, love, and empathic joy to improve living standards and educational opportunities and to promote social equality, justice, and environmental protection. For example, in The Kindred Sayings the Buddha recommends that lay followers plant trees, dig wells, construct dams, and provide shelter for the homeless, and in another sūtra he advises monarchs to share their wealth with their subjects in order to create a harmonious society that is easy to govern. In Precious Garland (Ratnāvalī), Nāgārjuna spends considerable time advising the king on social policy and how to benefit the denizens of his kingdom as well as travelers and refugees staying there.


Meditation on Compassion


Similar to the meditation on love, begin the cultivation of compassion by contemplating the disadvantages of lacking compassion and the benefits of having it. Choose someone who is suffering greatly as the first person who is the object of your compassion. This person may or may not be someone you know personally; the media provides us with more than enough images of people who live in miserable conditions. Still, the compassion will be stronger if you have direct contact with the person.


If you don’t encounter an appropriate person, cultivate compassion for someone who is creating horrendous destructive karma, even if that person appears to be happy at the moment. This person is like someone who is given delicious food just before he is executed. He may look happy at the moment, dining on sumptuous food, but that happiness is false. Similarly, someone who legally or illegally orders the death of many people, steals their wealth, or creates massive disharmony through lying and dissimulation may appear to enjoy good circumstances now. However, due to lack of constructive karma, horrible suffering in unfortunate rebirths awaits him.


After generating compassion for a miserable person, do so for a dear person, followed by a neutral person, and finally a hostile person. Should anger or fear arise toward a hostile person, counteract it by employing the methods described above. Even if these hostile people are not experiencing extreme suffering at the moment, they are still under the control of afflictions and polluted karma and therefore are not free from the pervasive duḥkha of conditioning in saṃsāric existence. For this reason alone, they are worthy of compassion. Even if some of them have created constructive karma yet are experiencing troubles with their health, family relations, job, and so forth, they are deserving of compassion.


Then break down the barriers between the four kinds of people — ourselves, dear ones, neutral people, and hostile people — until the counterpart sign appears and access concentration is attained. By repeatedly meditating on the counterpart sign, attain the first three dhyānas. With that concentration, develop malleability and versatility by generating compassion for all the various beings in all directions as described in the meditation on love. The eleven advantages as detailed above also accrue.


When viewing others’ suffering and cultivating compassion, if your mind becomes overwhelmed by feelings of despair or helplessness, you have missed the mark. Distress about others’ suffering, anger at societal forces that cause suffering, and frustration with others for carelessly getting themselves into predicaments may be natural emotions for ordinary beings, but they are far from the Buddhist understanding of compassion. Compassion is the wish for others to be free from all duḥkha, and to cultivate it we must remain focused on responding with tender concern and the wish to help.






REFLECTION


1. Think of someone undergoing great suffering and imagine what it would feel like to be in their situation. Think of that person’s buddha nature and good qualities — their potential to contribute to the world and their potential for good.


2. Let the wish for them to be free from suffering arise in your mind. That is compassion.


3. Then go through the above steps thinking of friends, neutral people, hostile people, and finally generalize to all sentient beings of the six realms in saṃsāra. Let compassion arise in each case.





Meditation on Empathic Joy


Empathic joy is feeling joy at others’ success, merit, good qualities, and happiness. Here the first person to cultivate empathic joy toward is a dear person who is good-natured and happy and whose happiness and success is worthy of rejoicing over. Sincerely rejoicing at others’ good fortune fills our mind with delight and is an excellent antidote to dispel jealousy and envy. Empathic joy is extended not only for the person’s present good fortune but also for their past successes and future virtuous actions. Having generated empathic joy toward this dear person, proceed to cultivate empathic joy for the success and happiness of a neutral person and then a hostile one. Proceed to subdue anger for the hostile person, break down the barriers, and cultivate and repeatedly practice the counterpart sign to increase the absorption up to the third dhyāna in accord with the explanation above. Similarly, cultivate versatility and then reap the benefits of generating empathic joy as explained before.


Meditation on Equanimity


To develop equanimity fully entails previous attainment of the third dhyāna on the basis of cultivating immeasurable love, compassion, and empathic joy. Having become familiar with the third dhyāna, the meditator emerges from it and contemplates the risks of the previous three divine abodes and the benefits of equanimity. The first three divine abodes are risky because attachment and anger are not far away. For example, when developing love and wishing for others to be happy, attachment may arise instead. Also, the first three immeasurables are associated with happiness, which lessens the depth of concentration. For these reasons, the meditator now seeks equanimity, which is a constancy or steadiness of mind when seeing the happiness and suffering of others. The mind is free from longing and repugnance regarding others. Seeing that their happiness and suffering are results of their own karmic actions, the mind of equanimity remains balanced when seeing sentient beings’ felicity and misery.


The chief benefit of equanimity is its peacefulness, and peace comes when the mind is balanced. This equanimity is not indifference or apathy, for meditators have already gained dhyāna on love, compassion, and empathic joy. These three imbue equanimity with calm affection for sentient beings and balanced involvement with them, while equanimity remains peaceful and receptive.


Having contemplated the first three immeasurables, meditators now focus on a neutral person and cultivate equanimity. When this is stable, they then develop equanimity toward a dear one, and then toward a hostile person.


Breaking down the barriers between the neutral person, the dear one, the hostile one, and themselves is the same as in the meditation on love, compassion, and empathic joy. So too is cultivating and repeatedly practicing the counterpart sign. Through this they enter the fourth dhyāna. Meditators can gain the fourth dhyāna only on the basis of having attained the third dhyāna by means of meditation on one of the other immeasurables. In other words, only after attaining the first, second, and third dhyāna on love, compassion, and empathic joy can meditators attain the fourth dhyāna on equanimity. In addition, they cannot attain the fourth dhyāna on equanimity on the basis of having attained the third dhyāna with another meditation object, such as the earth kasiṇa, because that object differs considerably from equanimity. Developing versatility and receiving the advantages are similar to the other immeasurables. In the fourth dhyāna, the dhyānic factor of bliss has ceased and the predominant feeling is equanimity. However, as explained below, the divine abode of equanimity and the feeling of equanimity are not the same.


The sequential cultivation of the four immeasurables is compared with the evolving attitude parents have toward their children. When the baby is in the womb, the parents think with a loving mind, “May our child be healthy.” After he is born, when the adorable baby lies on his back and cries because he is hungry or has been bitten by insects or has had a bad dream, the parents feel compassion. When the child grows up and the parents see him playing, being inquisitive about the world, and learning, they feel empathic joy and rejoice at their child’s happiness. When the child is grown and becomes a successful person in his own right, the parents have equanimity, knowing that he can take care of himself.


This analogy shows the usefulness of each attitude in a specific situation. However, do not take this analogy too far. It does not mean that equanimity is the superior attitude to have toward all sentient beings. Nor does it mean that equanimity is to be favored more than the other immeasurables or that it is higher or more desirable. Skill in all four is helpful because depending on the situation, love, compassion, or empathic joy may be more appropriate than equanimity. As we see by the parents’ response to their child at different times, love is called for at one time, compassion at another, empathic joy in one circumstance, and equanimity in another. Versatility in the dhyānas and in the range of positive emotions meditators experience expands their practice. It also affects their ability to reach out and benefit others in their daily life.


Even after his awakening, when he had nothing further to cultivate or attain, the Buddha continued to meditate on all four immeasurables. Most likely this was because of the benefit they bestow on others and to encourage his direct disciples and future generations of practitioners to cultivate them. Certainly the four immeasurables were satisfying and pleasant abodes for the Buddha himself. As we see from the example of his life, the Buddha was a loving, compassionate, and joyful individual whose evenness of mind enabled him to be effective in all situations and with all people.


Types of Equanimity


“Equanimity” has a variety of meanings, depending on the context. Buddhaghosa differentiates ten types of equanimity (Vism 4.156–66). The prominent six are as follows:




1. The feeling of equanimity is a neutral feeling, one that is neither pain nor pleasure. It can arise in virtuous, nonvirtuous, and neutral states of mind.


2. Even-minded equanimity maintains an even attitude, balances the mind and its accompanying mental factors, and makes our responses even and balanced. It is present in virtuous minds but absent in nonvirtuous minds. The next four are types of even-minded equanimity that are differentiated according to the circumstance in which they arise.


3. The equanimity of purity is the equanimity of the fourth dhyāna. In the first three dhyānas, even-minded equanimity maintains the balance of investigation, analysis, joy, and bliss, but in a sense it is overshadowed by them. In the fourth dhyāna, these four dhyānic factors are absent and the feeling of equanimity is present, which enables even-minded equanimity to shine forth purely.


4. The divine abode of equanimity is the fourth immeasurable. It is a blend of equanimity toward dear ones, strangers, and enemies with the evenness of the mind and its accompanying mental factors. Being very peaceful, divine-abode equanimity differs from the equanimity of purity only in terms of its object. Equanimity of purity arises in relation to the counterpart sign, while divine-abode equanimity arises toward sentient beings.


5. The awakening factor of equanimity is the balance among the various factors of the mind that realizes nirvāṇa. It is one of the thirty-seven harmonies with awakening.12


6. Six-limbed equanimity keeps the mind balanced when it contacts attractive or unattractive sense objects and when it experiences pleasure or pain. Only arhats have perfected this type of equanimity, which may be accompanied by pleasant, painful, or neutral feelings. It is the equanimity spoken of when describing an arhat: “(When) he sees form with his eye, he becomes neither mentally pleased, nor mentally displeased, but remains equanimous, mindful, and discriminating (and so on for all six senses).”13


Dhammapāla speaks of unknowing equanimity, which is ignorance combined with the feeling of equanimity. This is the dull apathy that is a defilement.


Of the four immeasurables, immeasurable equanimity is the most potent in helping a meditator develop the awakening factor of equanimity that is needed to realize nirvāṇa.


The Four Divine Abodes and Insight


Meditation on the four divine abodes can be done for several purposes: for protection when suffering or in danger, as a path to rebirth in the Brahmā world, and as a basis for insight. When perfected, these four immeasurables become “immeasurable liberations of mind,”14 which are states of dhyāna that are liberated from attachment to sensual objects and free from the five hindrances. Although these immeasurable liberations of mind alone cannot bring liberation from cyclic existence, when these minds of deep concentration are used to meditate on the three characteristics and nirvāṇa, the resulting insight will lead to the ultimate goal of liberation from saṃsāra.


For example, meditators who develop the first dhyāna based on love enter into that dhyāna through love. After stabilizing their concentration in the dhyāna on love, they emerge from the dhyāna and, looking back at it, they examine it. The experience in dhyāna is so blissful that if they did not examine it, attachment for it would easily arise and they might forgo liberation in favor of the bliss of samādhi.


But when analyzing the dhyāna they see the dhyāna of love as a composite phenomena consisting of the five aggregates. There is a pleasant or equanimous feeling, some discrimination, and other miscellaneous factors such as love, attention, contact, intention, and concentration, as well as the mental primary consciousness. In short, the four mental aggregates and the physical body were present when they were in dhyāna. They see each of the dhyānic factors as a distinct mental factor, instead of their usual experience of seeing them as a seamless whole. With insight, these meditators see the dhyāna is impermanent because it is produced by causes and conditions and it ceases with the cessation of its causes and conditions. Because it is impermanent — unceasingly arising and perishing in every moment — it does not bring ultimate satisfaction; thus it is in the nature of duḥkha. Because it is impermanent and duḥkha in nature, it is not worthwhile clinging to — it is not I, mine, or my self. There is no substantially real person findable within or separate from the ever-changing combination of physical and mental aggregates.


Continuing to investigate their experience of the dhyāna more deeply by seeing it in light of the three characteristics, meditators increase their wisdom until there is a breakthrough to seeing or vision. With this insight perceiving the unconditioned, nirvāṇa, comes the abandonment of the first three fetters — view of a personal identity, doubt, and view of rules and practices. Having used the dhyāna on love to develop insight and realize nirvāṇa, these meditators have now become stream-enterers.


As they continue cultivating wisdom, stream-enterers reduce their malice and their attachment to sense pleasure sufficiently so that they become once-returners. When these two are abandoned completely, they become nonreturners, and if they don’t attain arhatship in that life, they will be reborn in the pure lands where they will attain it.


Some meditators cultivate the four immeasurables after becoming āryas, but before attaining arhatship. In this case, they will be reborn in the Brahmā worlds in the form realm after death, continue to practice insight there, and become arhats. This is very different from worldlings who, rather than seeking liberation, cultivate the four immeasurables for the purpose of being born in the Brahmā world. While attainment of the four immeasurables will bring rebirth in the Brahmā world, because these practitioners lack insight and wisdom as well as the interest in developing them, they may be reborn in an unfortunate realm after the karma for rebirth in the Brahmā world has been exhausted.




REFLECTION


1. Meditate on one of the four divine abodes as taught above until you experience it.


2. Step back from the experience and see it is simply a mental state.


3. Note the feeling, discrimination, and any other mental factor such as mindfulness, intention, or concentration that are present. Note that the mental primary consciousness is present and that your body is there too.


4. Dissecting the experience of the divine abode into the five psychophysical aggregates in this way, see that it is a state composed of many changing factors.




5. Note that the mental state is impermanent because it’s produced by causes and conditions. Because it is impermanent, it does not bring ultimate satisfaction and is thus in the nature of duḥkha. Because it is impermanent and duḥkha in nature, it is not worthwhile clinging to — it is not I, mine, or my self. There is no substantially real person findable within or separate from the aggregates.





Near and Far Enemies of the Four Immeasurables


Each of the four immeasurables has a “near enemy” and a “far enemy.” The near enemy is an affliction that is similar in some way to that virtuous immeasurable; the far enemy is an affliction that is the opposite of the emotion we are trying to cultivate.


The near enemy of love is attachment because both love and attachment see the good qualities in the other person. However, attachment clings to others with unrealistic expectations; it wants something from others, and thus the affection we feel is polluted with possessiveness and neediness. Malice is the far enemy of love. We must ensure that our love is free of both these dangers.


Compassion’s near enemy is personal distress or grief based on worldly life. This grief is the sadness and distress felt when we or those we care about cannot get what we want. It may be sorrow over past frustrations or present disappointments. The grief is similar to compassion in that both have an element of sorrow due to others’ misery. Compassion’s far enemies are cruelty and violence.


The near enemy of empathic joy is joy based on worldly life — that is, delight at receiving sense pleasures in the past or present. Here our mind becomes giddy with excitement; we become too involved and attached to someone else’s happiness. Empathic joy’s far enemies are jealousy and boredom, which interfere with our experiencing empathic joy at others’ successes and happiness. Jealousy resents the other person’s successes and happiness, and boredom doesn’t care about them.


Equanimity’s near enemy is the equanimity of unknowing based on worldly life; this is the indifference and apathy that people often experience. Indifference and apathy are similar to equanimity in that none of them notices the faults or good qualities of others. Equanimity’s far enemies are anger and attachment, which push some beings away and hold others near and dear.


THE FOUR IMMEASURABLES AND THEIR NEAR AND FAR ENEMIES


[image: Image]


It’s good for us to keep the near and far enemies of each immeasurable in mind so that when we cultivate each of the four, our meditation will be on target. The near enemies are much harder to detect, so special vigilance regarding them is needed. How disappointing it would be to think we were cultivating love when actually we were building up attachment toward someone! And how deleterious it would be to try to generate compassion but get stuck in personal distress. By precisely understanding the qualities of each immeasurable and monitoring our mind closely, our meditation will have a transformative effect.


Meditation on love is recommended for people whose anger and malice are strong; it will help them overcome those obstacles. Meditation on compassion is advised for people who tend toward cruelty, because with compassion they will cease wanting to inflict suffering on others and instead will want sentient beings to be free of suffering and its causes. Meditation on empathic joy is especially helpful for people with strong jealousy and boredom, as it will enable them to rejoice and take delight in others’ happiness instead of resent or disregard it. Meditation on equanimity is suitable for those who suffer from much attachment, anger, prejudice, and partiality, because it helps them to accept all others and have an equal and balanced attitude toward them.


Buddhaghosa says we should practice the four immeasurables like a mother with four children — a young child, a sickly child, one in the flush of youth, and one who is busy with her own life. A mother wants to nurture the young child so he will grow up and become a happy and ethical adult; she wants her sickly child to recover and regain his health. She hopes the one in the flush of youth will enjoy the benefits of good health and many opportunities for as long as possible, and she does not intrude or worry about the one who is handling her own affairs, but peacefully lets her be.


Joyous effort is crucial when beginning to practice the four divine abodes. Taming the hindrances by applying their antidotes is important in the middle as practice continues. Meditative absorption is essential at the conclusion. The object of any of the four divine abodes is a single living being or as many living beings as we think of.


As noted above, immeasurable equanimity and the feeling of equanimity differ. Immeasurable equanimity is impartiality with respect to all sentient beings; it is a mental factor in the aggregate of miscellaneous factors. The feeling of equanimity is a neutral feeling that is neither pain nor pleasure; it belongs to the feeling aggregate.




REFLECTION


1. Contemplate the near and far enemies of each of the four immeasurables.


2. Are there particular ones that you tend to fall into?


3. What ideas do you have to remedy that, so that you can experience genuine love, compassion, empathic joy, and equanimity?





The Four Immeasurables in the Mahāyāna


The four immeasurables are an important practice in the Mahāyāna as well. As in the Pāli tradition, they are objects for cultivating the dhyānas, and practicing them culminates in attaining the dhyānas. However, they also play a strong role in creating the causes to attain bodhicitta and in strengthening bodhicitta when it has been generated.


Chapter 5 of the Bodhisattvapiṭaka Sūtra, which is part of the Sūtra of the Heap of Jewels, has an extensive explanation of the four immeasurables.15 In general, the four are contemplated at the beginning of a meditation session in order to stabilize and increase bodhicitta. The short version of the four immeasurables is as follows:


May all sentient beings have happiness and its causes. (love)


May all sentient beings be free of suffering and its causes. (compassion)


May all sentient beings not be separated from sorrowless bliss. (empathic joy)


May all sentient beings abide in equanimity, free of bias, attachment, and anger. (equanimity)


The long version:


How wonderful it would be if all sentient beings were to abide in equanimity, free of bias, attachment, and anger. May they abide in this way. I shall cause them to abide in this way. Guru Buddha, please inspire me to be able to do so.


How wonderful it would be if all sentient beings had happiness and its causes. May they have these. I shall cause them to have these. Guru Buddha, please inspire me to be able to do so.


How wonderful it would be if all sentient beings were free from suffering and its causes. May they be free. I shall cause them to be free. Guru Buddha, please inspire me to be able to do so.


How wonderful it would be if all sentient beings were never parted from fortunate rebirths and liberation’s excellent bliss. May they never be parted. I shall cause them never to be parted. Guru Buddha, please inspire me to be able to do so.


In the long version of the four immeasurables, each verse has four parts, which gradually serve to intensify the emotion: (1) a wish (How wonderful it would be . . . ), (2) an aspiration (May they . . . ), (3) a resolution (I shall cause them . . . ), and (4) a request for inspiration (Guru Buddha, please inspire me to be able to do so).


Using love as an example, first we have the wish that sentient beings have happiness and its causes. Focusing our attention on this wish, the wish intensifies and becomes an aspiration that they have happiness and its causes. After that aspiration takes root in our mind, it grows into a resolution to get involved, and we take responsibility to make our aspiration a reality. Because we may feel inadequate to fulfill this grand resolution, we seek inspiration from the Buddha and our spiritual mentor. In this way, we feel supported by the buddhas who have perfected their ability to fulfill this resolution. Our love becomes stronger and more stable, as does our confidence to engage in whatever is necessary so that sentient beings will have happiness and its causes.


In the short version of the four immeasurables, equanimity comes at the end, while in the long version it comes at the beginning. Placing equanimity at the end emphasizes our wish that others enjoy the peace of being free from attachment to friends, anger toward enemies, and apathy toward strangers.


By putting equanimity first, the long version becomes a synopsis of the method of generating bodhicitta called the “seven cause-and-effect instructions,” which will be described in chapter 3. Cultivating equanimity at the beginning pacifies the attachment, animosity, and apathy that all too often constitute our reactions to others. Such partiality renders generating equal compassion for all beings impossible, and such compassion is a prerequisite for generating bodhicitta, the mind aspiring to attain full awakening in order to benefit all sentient beings more effectively. Equanimity — a state free from attachment and aversion toward all beings — is preliminary to the seven instructions.
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