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The Four Noble Abidings

I. 

Metta

The Four Noble Abidings are four modes of living called BrahmavihAra, which

in PAli means the noble living of the Brahmas. Higher celestial beings, the Brahmas immerse themselves in the practice of these four sublime states: loving-kindness (mettA, compassion (karuNA, sympathetic joy (muditA) and equanimity (upekkhA). It is a pure way of living, one that gets rid of hatred, ill will, greed, and other mental defilements. It should be practiced by everyone wanting peace of mind and happiness.

MettA, the first of the Four Abidings, has evolved through various forms and definitions since Vedic times. Among them are: moist, sticky, fat, to love, sympathy, a companion, active interest in others, and desire between friends for mutual well-being. Whatever its antecedents, with the establishment of Buddhism mettA became a uniquely Buddhist term meaning wholesome desire for the welfare of all beings. This desire is devoid of greed, attachment or craving. It is pure goodwill, pure love for all.

In practice, one begins by extending mettA from oneself and systematically expanding it to other beings impartially and without attachment. It ultimately ends in pervading limitless beings in a boundless universe. There being no corresponding word in English, `loving-kindness' is used as the nearest translation, though its meaning is not quite the same.
Loving-kindness is kindness motivated by affection, a mode of attachment. Its scope can be limited to one specific being or group as well as to many beings. But as the two terms are used interchangeably in English books on Buddhism, it should be understood that in this context `loving-kindness' means mettA.

The Buddha placed great importance and value on mettA. In one sutta he praised it with the words "Monks, whatever kinds of worldly merit there are, none are worth one-sixteenth part of the heart's deliverance of loving-kindness." MettA is called `heart's deliverance' or `mind deliverance' because it frees the mind from mental defilements, most importantly ill will, hatred and anger.

In another sutta he said, "Monks, just as clans with many women and few men are readily ruined by robbers and bandits, so too, any monk who has not maintained and made much of [frequently practiced] the heart's deliverance of loving-kindness is readily ruined by non-human beings." There is always danger from non-human beings, especially ghosts and bad spirits. If a monk or layperson diligently practices loving-kindness, he will not be harassed or endangered by these beings.

In yet another sutta the Buddha said, "Monks, if a monk cultivates loving- kindness for as long as a finger-snap, he is called a bhikkhu. But one of those who makes much of it is not destitute of jhAna meditation. He is one who carries out the Master's teaching, who responds to his advice, and who does not eat the country's almsfood in vain."

This means that the monk who practices mettA meditation is a true monk. If he maintains his practice successfully he will gain absorption, jhAna. He follows the Buddha's advice and teachings, and therefore is worthy of receiving lay support.

The Buddha's discourses were generally addressed to monks, as they were always with him and ready to accept his teachings. Because lay people too were often in attendance, we can assume that usually his words were addressed to everybody present. This last excerpt, however, was especially directed to the monks, as it concerned their obligation to the laity.

Buddhist monks are supported by lay people. They are not allowed to work for their living or earn money. So lay people support them with all the requisites (clothing, food, shelter and medicine) and whatever else is needed. Since monks depend on this support, they have an obligation to give something in return. But they are not allowed to do such favors as performing chores or giving material things to lay people.

What, then, can the monks do? They must give something more valuable than material things. That something is mettA. This is why, following the Buddha's teachings, they must send thoughts of loving-kindness to lay people every day. It is their duty, their obligation. Every day monks do this. When a monk sends mettA towards lay people, it is said that he does not eat the country's almsfood in vain.

The Benefits of MettA Meditation

The Buddha taught that eleven benefits are to be gained from loving-kindness meditation. "Monks, when the heart's deliverance of loving-kindness is maintained in a being, made much of, used as one's recourse, used as one's foundation, established, consolidated and properly managed, then eleven blessings can be expected. What are the eleven?

1. "A man sleeps in comfort." When you practice mettA meditation you fall asleep comfortably and easily, undisturbed by thoughts or worry. So if you have difficulty going to sleep, there is no need for sleeping pills. Just practice mettA meditation and sleep will come.

2. "He wakes up in comfort." Some people have difficulty waking up. Before getting up they have to yawn, stretch, groan and so on. But the person who practices loving-kindness meditation wakes up in comfort and with ease, just as though he were

emerging from the jhAnas or from attainment.

3. "He dreams no evil dreams." If you are subject to evil dreams, practice loving-kindness meditation. Then you will not have bad dreams or nightmares.

4. "He is dear to human beings." People will love the person who practices loving-kindness meditation. Because he loves other persons, he in turn is loved by other persons.

5. "He is dear to non-human beings." Non-human beings include both evil and good spirits. He is dear to them too, because he includes them all in his practice of loving-kindness. So they in turn love him, and he is dear to them.

6. "The gods guard him." `Gods' means celestial beings. The celestial beings who receive his loving-kindness guard and protect him as their own son, as their own child.

7. "No fire, or poison, or weapons harm him." This is a big claim. But we must remember that the Sutta refers to the monk who practices mettA meditation, maintains it, repeats it over and over, applies it, makes it his foundation, establishes it and consolidates it. In short, he practices loving-kindness to the stage of jhAna. When this level is reached, all eleven benefits are to be had. So practice loving-kindness meditation seriously and gain absorption. Then no fire, poison or weapon will harm you.

There is a story of a cow that was lovingly absorbed in nursing her calf when a person came and struck her with a spear. But instead of harming the cow, the spear just fell to the ground, like the branch of a tree. So loving-kindness even in a cow can protect it from being injured by weapons. No fire, poison or weapon can harm a person who practices loving-kindness seriously.

8. "His mind can be quickly concentrated." This is very important for meditators. When one practices loving-kindness meditation, concentration comes quickly and easily, because the mind becomes settled and free from three mental defilements - ill will, hatred and greed. Therefore, if mettA practice is followed by a different meditation, the mind can concentrate quickly on the new meditation object. That is why I have meditators practice loving-kindness meditation before they practice insight meditation.

MettA meditation and vipassanA meditation can complement each other; you can practice either way. By first practicing mettA meditation, you can move smoothly and quickly into vipassanA. Conversely, by first practicing vipassanA meditation, you can strengthen mettA meditation. If you want to send really effective loving-kindness thoughts to someone, first practice vipassanA meditation or breathing meditation with real concentration for five or ten minutes. After some degree of concentration, send your loving-kindness thoughts. Backed up by concentration, the power of mettA is strengthened, so your thoughts of loving-kindness will be especially effective.

9. "The expression of his face is serene." A person who practices mettA meditation has a very tranquil face. According to the books, his face is "like a palm-fruit about to fall down." I don't know why the face of a mettA meditator should be likened to a ripened palm-fruit. At any rate, one who practices loving-kindness meditation has a serene expression, is attractive, and others are drawn to him. Whoever meets him will like him.

10. "When he dies, he dies without falling into confusion." One who practices mettA meditation dies peacefully, with his mind clear. According to Buddhism it is bad for a person to die with a confused mind, because the rebirth may not be good. He may be reborn in one of the four woeful states. So it is very important to die with mental clarity. If a person practices loving-kindness meditation, his mind will be clear and without confusion at the time of death.

11. "If he fails to penetrate any further, he will pass on to the world of Brahmas." If the meditator does not get enlightenment in this life, at least he will be reborn in the world of the Brahmas, the higher celestial beings. This is the last of the eleven benefits of mettA meditation taught by the Buddha.

Preliminary Practice

In order to cultivate mettA meditation, you first must review the dangers in anger, hatred and ill will. They can cause a person to break the precepts and commit unwholesome acts, akusala. If a man is overpowered by anger or enslaved by hatred, he loses self-control and may commit any rash act that enters his mind. Motivated by hate and acting in anger, he can harm or even kill other beings.

One who acts in that way endangers not only others, but also himself. In future lifetimes he is sure to reap pain and sorrow for his wrongdoing, and may even take rebirth in a lower world. Anger and hatred are detrimental to one's own physical health as well as to the mind. Among the many harmful effects to the body are high blood pressure, heart attacks and strokes. These and many other dangers of anger and hate should be reviewed first.

Next, the advantage in patience is to be reviewed. According to the Buddha, patience is the most important quality for successful meditation. Patience can lead to NibbAna. It is the basis for acquiring merit through moral conduct (sIla), through concentration and through wisdom. Without patience you cannot keep precepts, cannot concentrate, and cannot gain penetrative wisdom. Patience is needed everywhere. After reviewing its advantages, you may cultivate or practice loving-kindness thoughts.

There are various ways of cultivating mettA. According to the Visuddhimagga (The Path of Purification), which gives very detailed instructions on the practice of mettA meditation, there are certain persons to whom the beginning meditator should not send mettA thoughts in the initial stage of practice.

The first is an antipathetic person, one for whom you have aversion or hatred. It is very difficult to send loving-kindness thoughts to somebody you hate or instinctively dislike. So in the beginning don't send thoughts to such a person.

The next to be eliminated is a very dearly loved friend. In the beginning it can be difficult to control mettA. If you love a person very dearly, you will slip from mettA into attachment or craving. For the same reason, loving-kindness thoughts should not be sent to a neutral person. And because it is too difficult to send loving-kindness thoughts to a hostile person, one who hates you, that person too is excluded.

MettA thoughts also should not be sent to anybody of the opposite sex. Thoughts of attachment, craving or lust might arise. This must not be allowed to happen, because the object of meditation is to make the mind pure. So until becoming more experienced with the practice, you are not to send thoughts of loving-kindness to a specific person of the opposite sex.

You may not send mettA to a dead person either. No matter how many thoughts of loving-kindness you might send to a dead person, no absorption, no jhAna, can arise. So these persons too must be excluded from those to be pervaded with mettA.

Then to whom can one first send thoughts of loving-kindness? One is not to send them to a person who is hated, not to a person who is dearly loved, not to a neutral person, not to a hostile person, not to a person of the opposite sex, and not to a dead person. So who is left? One is to send mettA to oneself. If you are serious about practicing mettA meditation you must first send loving-kindness thoughts to yourself.

Some people may think it selfish to desire your own well-being, but it is not. You may send mettA thoughts to yourself ten thousand times, but you will not gain absorption or jhAna. The purpose of sending thoughts to yourself is to make yourself an example. This means first reflecting: "Just as I want happiness and fear pain, just as I want to live and not to die, so do other beings. May they be well. May they be happy. May they be peaceful." In this way you wish others long life, happiness, and freedom from pain.

To activate that reflection and make yourself an example, you now send mettA to yourself: "May I be well, happy and peaceful." Next, send those thoughts to a monk or a teacher for whom you have real respect and real love. Try to see or remember the virtue in him and the virtuous acts he has done, and then send loving-kindness thoughts: "May my teacher be well, happy and peaceful." Or you may choose any other person for whom you have real respect and real love.

The Practice of Metta

The time may come when you are not satisfied with sending thoughts of loving-kindness only to yourself and your teachers. You may want to extend mettA to other people too. This leads to what is called `breaking down the barriers', the distinctions between different categories of people.

After sending loving-kindness thoughts to yourself and to a person you respect, you then send the same thoughts to a dearly loved friend-"May my friend be well, happy and peaceful." Then send them to a neutral person, one who is neither friend nor enemy. 

Lastly you send the same wishes to a hostile person, one whom you hate or who is unfriendly to you. You are to send mettA to a hostile person only if there is such a person in your life. If you are so noble, so magnanimous, that nobody hates or dislikes you, and there is nobody whom you hate or dislike, then you may disregard this part of the instruction.

So the order is to yourself, someone you respect, a dearly loved friend, a neutral person, and a hostile person or one toward whom you feel hostile, one after the other. MettA must be sent in this order.

When you start to send thoughts of loving-kindness to a hostile person, anger or resentment might arise in you instead of mettA. There are ways of getting rid of this resentment. One method is found in a text called "The Simile of the Saw."

The Buddha once instructed the monks that even if their limbs were severed by bandits cutting one limb after another with a two-handled saw, he who entertained hate in his heart on that account would not be carrying out the teachings of the Buddha. The monks should train their minds to remain unaffected and should utter no harsh words.

"With a mind of loving-kindness, without inner hate," they should have compassion for the bandits' welfare. Pervading them first with loving-kindness, the monks then should expand that mettA to pervade all beings in the boundless universe.

Imagine somebody approaching you and hitting or injuring you. Even though you restrain yourself physically, if you have any hate in your heart you are not carrying out the Buddha's teachings. Remind yourself that if you harbor resentment or anger toward anyone, you are not following the Buddha's advice. You are not being a good disciple. In such a way, admonish yourself and get rid of your resentment.

If you cannot get rid of resentment that way, try to see the good qualities in that person. This is very difficult to do. When you are angry with somebody you tend to see only his bad qualities, and ignore or refuse to see his good qualities. So remind yourself that nobody is all bad or all good, and that everybody has strong as well as weak points. Try to concentrate on his good states and actions. By doing so, you may be able to get rid of the resentment.

If you are unable to get rid of resentment that way, review the `ownership of deeds' in yourself and in others. This means understanding that every being comes to this life according to his own good and bad kamma, and it is his alone. The person you hate has his own kamma and will go his own way. By hating or having anger toward anyone, you are only creating bad kamma for yourself, and will suffer its results in this or future lives. So there is no use in getting angry or hating another person.

If you cannot get rid of anger or resentment in that way, review the special qualities of the Buddha's former lives as a Bodhisatta. In order to do this you will need to know many of the past-life stories of the Bodhisatta. You have to know how he put up with suffering and how he endured the injuries inflicted on him by other people.

If you cannot do that, review the beginningless round of rebirth. We have had many lives in the past, and will have many more lives in the future. No beginning of beings can be seen. When reborn in different existences from life to life, we come across many persons. One whom you now hate may have been your brother, father, sister or mother in a past life. In one way or another, all beings are related. By considering "There can be no beginning of the round of rebirth, so he may have been my brother in a past life," you may be able to rid yourself of resentment.

If that doesn't work, the next thing to do is to review the eleven benefits of mettA. Then remind yourself, "If I hate this person, if I do not practice mettA toward him, I will not get these benefits. Because I want them, I must get rid of resentment toward this person."

If you cannot do that, mentally dissect that person. Cut him into pieces. Dissolve him into the four elements- earth, water, fire and wind. Remind yourself that the person you hate is nothing but the combination of these elements. Ask yourself which element has made you angry: "With what am I angry? With the earth element? With the water element? With the fire or the wind element?"

When questioning yourself in this way, the anger or resentment loses its hold on you. You can't find any person to be angry with. There is only a combination of those four elements, just as you are. When you realize there is no person with whom to be angry, your anger just disappears. 

The last resort is to try to give him a gift. This is a very good way of dissolving hatred or misunderstanding between people. If you try to give that person a present, his mind will soften toward you, and you will become friendly with each other. There are so many ways we can get rid of resentment. One or more of them should be used if resentment arises when we are sending loving-kindness thoughts to those we hate or who are unfriendly.

In this way you must practice mettA meditation toward four kinds of people—yourself, loved ones, neutral people and hostile people—until you see no difference between these four categories. When that happens, you will have no barrier making one different or distinct from another. Seeing all of them as one and the same person, you will have broken down the barriers.

The Visuddhimagga gives a good explanation of what is meant by breaking the barriers. Suppose you are living with three other people-one whom you love, a neutral person and a hostile person. And suppose some bandits were to come and tell you to hand over one person to be killed or sacrificed to a god.

If you offer them either the hostile, the neutral, or the loved one, you have not broken down the barriers. And if you say "Take me, please do not take the others. Let me die in their place," you still have not succeeded, because you desire injury to yourself in preference to the others. So you do not view all four equally.

Only when you cannot find anyone to give up are you said to have broken down the barriers. You cannot give yourself, you cannot give the loved one or the neutral one, and you cannot give the hostile one. If you cannot give anyone because everyone, including yourself, is the same to you, then you have broken down the barriers. After that happens, you are sure to get the stage of absorption, jhAna.

When practicing mettA meditation, we extend the objects little by little. This is best illustrated by a way of practice in which mettA is sent by way of location. It begins by gradually extending the location and range of beings. We begin with "May I be well, happy and peaceful," followed by "May all beings in this house be well, happy and peaceful." Then we expand to "May all beings in this neighborhood...this district...this city...this county...this state...this country...this world...this universe... May all beings everywhere be well, happy and peaceful."

There are various other ways of practicing loving-kindness meditation. We can also say, "May I be well, happy and peaceful. May my teachers be well, happy and peaceful. May my parents... May the members of my family...May my relatives...May my friends...May the neutral persons...May the hostile persons...May all beings be well, happy and peaceful."

Regardless of the method used when practicing mettA and the other three BrahmavihAras, we must ultimately reach an infinity of beings. There must be no limit or measure of the beings to whom you send mettA thoughts. Lastly you must say, "May all beings be well, happy and peaceful." This is the method given in the Visuddhimagga.

Another book mentions 528 ways of developing mettA. There are twelve kinds of persons and ten directions (four cardinal directions, four intermediate points, and up and down.) And there are four ways of practicing to each person. When you practice this kind of meditation, you send these four kinds of thoughts to each person in each direction. Altogether it comes to 528 ways of developing mettA.

A third way of practice is found in the KaraNIya MettA Sutta, a famous sutta dear to Buddhists. Whenever there is an occasion to recite something, we recite this Sutta, which pervades all beings with mettA, but in a different way. We send mettA to all beings when reciting this passage: "Whatsoever living beings there be—feeble or strong; long or big or medium or short; small or fat (round); seen or unseen; those dwelling far or near; those who have been born and those who are yet to be born—may all beings, without exception, be happy."

We can practice whichever variation of mettA meditation we like. When are we to cultivate it? At what time of day? The Sutta says, "Whether he is standing, walking, sitting or lying down, as long as he is awake he should develop this mindfulness in loving-kindness. This is the noble living here, they say." So if you want to practice seriously, you should practice mettA at all times—while standing, walking, sitting and lying down. In other words, all day long, as long as you are awake.

That also means practicing mettA meditation anywhere and in any situation. You can practice it while walking or driving. Many drivers nowadays get angry at drivers in other cars. But when you are driving you can send the thought "May they be happy" to those in other cars. MettA can be practiced in daily life at any time and any place with good results and benefit to yourself and others.

The first benefit to be gained from the practice of mettA meditation is purity of mind, calmness and tranquility. Later other may or may not come, but that doesn't matter. The first and most important thing that happens is that the mind becomes pure. There can be no room for hatred or ill will when you really practice mettA meditation. When there is no ill will or attachment or other mental defilements, your mind is tranquil, peaceful, relieved, and without tension. This tranquility of mind enables you to think more clearly and make correct decisions with little effort.

It is very good to practice loving-kindness meditation in these days of conflict and passion. If all people and all governments would practice mettA, there would be no tensions or conflicts in the world, no fear of nuclear wars. This world would be a peaceful place in which to live if all beings in it would practice loving-kindness meditation and rid themselves of hatred and fear. The scriptures have some verses that point the way:

"He abused me, he beat me, he defeated me, he robbed me."

In those who harbor such thoughts, hatred is not brought to an end.

 "He abused me, he beat me, he defeated me, he robbed me."

In those who do not harbor such thoughts, hatred is brought to an end.

Hatred never ceases through hatred in this world.

By love alone does hatred cease.

This is the eternal law. -(Dhammapada)

From the Visuddhimagga we have the following lines:

To greet an angry man in kind

Is worse than to be angry first;

Repay not angry men in kind,

And win a battle hard to win.

The weal of both he does promote,

His own and then the other's too

Who shall another's anger know

And mindfully maintain his peace. 

Every time you send mettA thoughts, every time you keep yourself from getting angry, you have won a battle. It is easy to react, but self-control is difficult and a greater victory. If someone is angry with you, just say to yourself, "May he be happy. May he be peaceful." By wishing him well and adding no fuel to his fire, you promote his welfare as well as your own.

We shall now practice mettA meditation. I will say the sentences. Please repeat each to yourself about ten times. First I will say, "May I be well, happy and peaceful." When you repeat it to yourself, see yourself as really happy, peaceful, and full of loving-kindness thoughts. Generate them first in yourself, and then send them to others.

Beginning with yourself, say, "May I be well, happy and peaceful," and really mean it. Then say, "May my teachers be well, happy and peaceful." See them in your mind as really healthy, really happy, really peaceful, and maybe even smiling. Then send your thoughts of loving-kindness to them, touching them, pervading them and making them very happy. Meditation begins:

May I be well, happy and peaceful.

May my teachers be well, happy and peaceful. 

May my parents be well, happy and peaceful. 

May my relatives be well, happy and peaceful. 

May my friends be well, happy and peaceful.

May the neutral persons be well, happy and peaceful. 

May the unfriendly people be well, happy and peaceful. 

May all meditators be well, happy and peaceful.

May all beings be well, happy and peaceful!

II.

KaruNA, MudirtA and UpekkhA
There is an orderly sequence to the Four Noble Abidings. Without loving-

kindness there would be no compassion. Without compassion for suffering beings there would be no sympathetic joy for those who prosper. And without understanding the source and nature of both extremes, there would be no equanimity.

Meditation on any of these Four Abidings clears the mind of pettiness, prejudice and hate. It expands one's perspective to view all beings in the universe impartially, and as essentially the same. Whether human, animal, or denizens of other worlds, all are objects pervaded by thoughts of loving-kindness.

This method of practice differs from most. By means of pervasion, loving-

kindness is practiced by practicing loving-kindness; compassion is practiced by practicing with compassion, and so on. Such unified and concentrated pervasion can saturate the meditator's mind, so to speak, and the mind pervades itself. This results in improved and more sustained concentration.

KaruNA
KaruNA is translated as compassion. According to the definition given in the books, it is the state of mind that causes peoples' hearts to be moved when they become aware of suffering in others. In other words, it is the wholesome desire to alleviate the suffering of others.

When you see people or animals suffering or in distress, your mind is moved and you have the desire for them to be free from their suffering. I do not know if the English word 'compassion' covers that meaning. But when we talk about karuNA or compassion, it should be understood as the wholesome desire to remove suffering from other beings.

Unlike the practice of mettA, when karuNA is practiced as meditation its object is not all beings, but those who are in distress, who are suffering. To begin the practice, you must think of some beings who are actually distressed and actually suffering. Then choose one of them as your object of meditation. It should be one who is suffering from disease, injury or failure.

Visualizing the object, say to yourself, "This being is really suffering. What if this being could escape from suffering?" Or you may project the thought, "May this being be released from suffering." Repeat this again and again. Then broaden your focus to include other beings: "May all beings who suffer be released from suffering. May all beings who are in distress be free from distress." This is the practice of karuNA or compassion toward others.

While karuNA is practiced towards beings in distress, it can also be practiced towards others who are not really distressed or suffering. There are people who are engaged in immorality and wrong-doing. They may not be suffering at the moment, but in the future they are sure to suffer the consequences of their wrong-doing. So they also can be objects of compassion, and we may say, "May they be free from suffering."

What about those who are not in distress and are not doing wrong? Even to them you can practice karuNA, because according to the first Noble Truth, the Noble Truth of Suffering, every living being is subject to suffering. No matter how kind, prosperous and happy they are, they cannot avoid change, decay, old age and death. So everybody suffers, and all are objects of compassion.

Therefore karuNA can be practiced toward any and all living beings. The only difference is in the way you look them, how they are categorized. Your object can be those presently suffering and in real distress, or the wrong-doers who in future will be suffering and in great distress, or any beings you see who are suffering. But ultimately all beings are suffering decay, old age, death, and the endless rising and falling of phenomena.

When first practicing karuNA, your objects should be a dear person or persons, then neutral ones, and then unfriendly ones. Unlike mettA meditation, you do not start with yourself because it might cause you to be sorry for yourself.

In time, when you are ready to break down the barriers, you begin by practicing karuNA first toward yourself, then to a person who is dear to you, a neutral person, and one who is hostile to you or for whom you have ill will or resentment. When you can see all four persons impartially and as one, when you see no difference between them, you are said to have broken down the barriers.

It should be understood that compassion is linked to loving-kindness. At the end of mettA meditation I always recite a verse:

May suffering ones be suffering-free,

And the fear-struck fearless be. 

May the grieving shed all grief, 

And all beings find relief!

This is karuNA. This is the practice of karuNA.

MuditA
The third Noble Abiding, muditA, is translated as sympathetic joy. It means gladness or delight in the success and prosperity of others and is the opposite of jealousy.

People tend to be jealous when they see or hear that someone is prosperous or successful. But it is important to be gladdened by the prosperity, success and happiness of others. If you are jealous, it means you are harboring akusala or unwholesome thoughts. In order to drive away jealousy and purify your heart, you have to practice muditA meditation.

Since muditA means delight in the prosperity of others, the object of meditation is a person who is prosperous, successful and happy. Practice begins by saying to yourself such things as "This person is prosperous. That is good, it is very good," or "May this person not be deprived of the prosperity that he has duly acquired." Or you might say, "May this person not fall from current prosperity or the present state of success." When you say such things and mean them, you are practicing muditA meditation.

This meditation can also be practiced toward people who are not presently prosperous, successful or happy, but who have been so in the past or might become so in the future. To practice, visualize a person who has no success or prosperity at the present time, but has enjoyed them in the past. Taking his past prosperity and success as an object, you may repeat to yourself, "It is good that he was prosperous. It is good that he was successful."

Or, more optimistically, you can think of him as becoming successful and prosperous in the future. Taking future prosperity and success as objects, you may practice muditA meditation toward him by saying, "It is good that he will find success and prosperity." But the best way is to practice muditA toward those who are prosperous or successful at the present time.

UpekkhA
The last Noble Abiding is upekkhA, which is translated as equanimity. UpekkhA means viewing with impartiality, viewing without being too interested or involved. It is not concerned with projecting such thoughts as "May beings be happy," or "May they be free from suffering," or "May they not fall from the present state of prosperity."

That is not to say that the first three Abidings—mettA, karuNA and muditA—are not intrinsically good. It is indeed meritorious and very good to have loving-kindness for beings, compassion for those in distress, and joy or delight in the success and prosperity of others. But it is better to have equanimity toward them.

Loving-kindness, compassion and sympathetic joy can lead you to grief or to sorrow or to frivolity. In short, when carried to extremes they can lead you to unwholesome states of mind, akusala. To avoid going to extremes, these three Noble Abidings need to be balanced by equanimity. Equanimity is like a guardian who calms and keeps them within the limits of moderation. So it is best to practice upekkhA toward beings.

The Commentary does not mention what one should say when practicing equanimity. But in other places it is stated that you say to yourself, "Beings have kamma as their own." When you make this thought the object of your contemplation, you are practicing equanimity or upekkhA meditation. 

Unlike the other three Abidings, the practice of upekkhA does not send good wishes to anybody. It just makes a simple statement of truth—beings have their own kamma. But this does not mean it ignores beings. Taking them as objects, it views them impartially. When beings are viewed this way, the meditator does not lapse into greed or attachment on one hand, or into ill will and resentment on the other. UpekkhA is a state of equilibrium and balance, staying in the middle and not going to extremes.

Near and Far Enemies

Each of the Four Noble Abidings has two enemies known as the near enemy and the far enemy. The near enemy of mettA is greed or attachment. When practicing loving-kindness towards somebody you must take care not to end up in attachment or greed for that person. If such should happen, you have gone beyond loving-kindness and strayed into unwholesome thoughts, akusala.

That is why the beginning meditator, until concentration is more developed, is not to practice mettA to a specific person of the opposite sex. Thoughts of attachment or greed can arise, or the arousal of lust. To escape being caught by the near enemy, you have to be careful about becoming attached to persons toward whom you practice loving-kindness meditation.

Because the near enemy is difficult to see, it is more dangerous than the far enemy. Sometimes it comes to you disguised as a friend. Not recognizing it as attachment and greed, you blindly welcome it, thinking it to be mettA—and you get caught in akusala.

The far enemy, however, is obvious because it is the opposite of loving-kindness. It is hatred, ill will, or resentment. When you are practicing mettA meditation you systematically are getting rid of negative feelings. There is no room for ill will. Because mettA pushes it away, it cannot gain a foothold. So this far enemy is weak and not a big problem.

The near enemy of karuNA is sorrow. When you see beings in distress you have compassion, and that compassion may cause you sorrow. You will feel with those beings who are suffering. You may identify with them, and get too involved in their suffering. And so you too will experience sorrow or sadness.

It is very important not to go beyond karuNA into becoming sorry yourself. When you feel sorry for others your mind is contaminated by dosa, ill will, because you are upset and angry at the cause of their misery. Sorrow is a form of ill will, and is therefore unwholesome, akusala.

So when practicing karuNA meditation, you must be very careful not to become too involved in the suffering of others or to identify yourself with them. It is a very delicate business to maintain a safe distance without diminishing your compassion. Just take those who suffer as meditation objects, and desire that they find release from suffering: "May they be free from suffering."

But do not suffer with them or have sorrow in your heart. The purpose of meditation is to avoid akusala and not have unwholesome states in your heart or in your mind. If you do go beyond the limits of karuNA into real suffering and real sorrow, you acquire akusala, and the near enemy of karuNA has triumphed.

The far enemy of karuNA is cruelty—desire to see other beings suffer, or the desire to injure others. When you practice karuNA meditation, the mind fills with compassion for beings. As compassion and cruelty are opposites, they cannot coexist. So cruelty, if present, is automatically driven away from the mind. This far enemy is easily dispatched.

For muditA, sympathetic joy in the accomplishments of others, the near enemy is 'delight based on home life', meaning delight with attachment to worldly things. When you practice muditA toward somebody who is prosperous or successful, you might become attached to him and to his success and prosperity. You may take delight in his prosperity or success. And so you are too much attached to the state of his affairs.

Here again, you must take care not to get too involved. Just take such people as objects of meditation and have the desire that they not lose their present state of prosperity, success and happiness. Then the near enemy cannot attack.

According to the Visuddhimagga, the far enemy of muditA is aversion or boredom. Both can mean ill will, dosa, but this interpretation is not to the point. The near enemy of muditA is excessive delight and attachment to the worldly things, prosperity and success belonging to others. Therefore its opposite must be envy and displeasure at the success and prosperity of other people. In other words, the far enemy of muditA is jealousy.

When you have sympathetic joy for another's prosperity and success, muditA replaces jealousy. But while practicing muditA meditation you still have to watch for both the near and far enemies, as they are akusala.

The near enemy of upekkhA is indifference to other beings, ignoring them. When you practice upekkhA meditation by saying "All beings have kamma as their own," you do not ignore them. You take them into account but view them impartially. When you do not take them into account but just ignore them, that is not upekkhA. It is just ignoring them.

The far enemy of upekkhA is two-pronged: greed or resentment. When people have likes and dislikes and fail to be impartial, they can lose restraint and go to extremes. If you like somebody you fall into greed. If you dislike him you fall into resentment or ill will. But equanimity stays in the middle, viewing things impartially, and not falling into either extreme.

Some parents claim to have equanimity or detachment toward their children who have run away or who do not obey them. If the parents look the other way, pay no attention, or fail to hold the children accountable for their misbehavior, they are not practicing equanimity. They are practicing ignoring. Equanimity takes beings as objects and views them impartially, but it does not ignore them. That is upekkhA, and it is the highest of the Four Noble Abidings.

The Commentary says that before practicing equanimity you must first practice loving-kindness, compassion and sympathetic joy, in order to acquire the lower forms of jhAna absorption. And that only after gaining jhAna absorption are you to practice upekkhA meditation. But even if you are not able to reach the jhAna stage, you still can practice upekkhA by saying, "All beings have kamma as their own."

"All beings have kamma as their own" means that all beings suffer or enjoy, all beings fail or succeed, according to their own past kamma. Nothing can change or be done about the fact that they suffer or prosper according to their past deeds. As you can do nothing about it, just accept it. By understanding that each being has its own unique kamma, you can be impartial toward all.

For example, the animals that are used in medical experiments are objects of compassion. You must do whatever you can to prevent them from being used this way. But there is a limit to what you can do, because however much you may protest, people beyond your control will still carry on these experiments.

If you can't do anything more to help the animals, you must take care not to suffer with them. You must think of them as beings who are suffering according to their own past kamma. They suffer in this life as the result of something bad they have done in the past. By viewing beings as having kamma as their own property, you can be impartial toward them. The state of impartiality is very difficult to arrive at and very difficult to maintain.

Success and Failure

Each of the Four Abidings has its own kind of success and failure. MettA succeeds when it does away with ill will or anger. But when you cannot drive away anger, then you are not successful in mettA meditation. It can happen. Sometimes you practice loving-kindness toward a person and thoughts of ill will or anger toward that person may arise. If you are unable to get rid of those thoughts, your mettA meditation has failed. It is only successful when ill will, resentment and anger are dispelled.

Loving-kindness fails when it produces attachment or greed. You practice mettA or any other kind of meditation in order to cleanse your heart of impurities. But if you produce something impure when practicing, you cannot be said to be successful in that meditation. If your loving-kindness produces greed and attachment in you, then it does not succeed. It fails. Success lies in dispelling ill will. And failure lies in causing greed or attachment.

KaruNA is successful when it is able to dispel cruelty. It is to drive cruelty from the mind that we practice karuNA meditation. It fails when it produces sorrow, when it kindles in your heart the suffering and distress that you are trying to remove from others. We have to be careful not to get so involved in the pain and distress of others that we take on their suffering and sorrow.

MuditA succeeds when it can dispel jealousy, when you can have as much happiness for the prosperity and success of others as you would have for your own. But it fails when there is excessive delight with attachment for worldly things and those who possess them. In order for sympathetic joy to be successful, you must be careful to drive away jealousy and not get too involved in other people's success and prosperity.

UpekkhA succeeds when it can dispel greed or resentment, and it is for this reason that it is to be practiced. When upekkhA meditation produces indifference or unconcern and ignores other beings, it has failed. With care and alertness, this failure can be avoided when you practice equanimity meditation.

The Four Noble Abidings are called by various other names reflecting the high respect they receive from practicing Buddhists. Among these names are BrahmavihAra, Abodes of the Brahmas, Sublime Abodes, Divine Abodes, and Divine Abidings. They also are known as AppamaJJA, the Four Boundless States.

AppamaJJA means limitless or measureless. When you practice these four meditations, you take all beings as objects. For mettA meditation 'all beings' means all the beings in the universe. For karuNA meditation it means all beings in distress. For muditA meditation it is all beings that are prosperous and happy. For upekkhA meditation it is again all beings in the universe.

When we practice any one of these BrahmavihAras, all beings are being taken as objects. That is why your practice begins with yourself and then, little by little, extends the range of objects until reaching the infinity of beings. And when the objects are limitless, the mind also becomes limitless. That is why these meditations are called AppamaJJA.

In TheravAda we practice two main kinds of meditation—tranquility (samatha) and insight (vipassanA). The Four Noble Abidings belong to tranquility meditation. If you practice them up to the state of absorption, they can lead you to the attainment of absorption, jhAna.

According to the fourfold presentation of jhAnas, the practice of loving-kindness, compassion and sympathetic joy can lead to attainment of the first three jhAnas, and equanimity will lead to attainment of the fourth. According to the fivefold presentation, practice of the first three Abidings can take you up to the fourth jhAna, and upekkhA will take you to the fifth.

Even though you may not reach the stage of jhAna, you can practice these meditations with profit. Among the first benefits to be experienced are tranquility of mind; purity of heart; and freedom from tension, ill will, depression and sorrow. They help to loosen the strings of attachment to people and material things. And they clear the mind of negative rigidities and angularities.

The Four Noble Abidings, which belong to samatha, tranquility meditation, can be practiced either as pure samatha or as a basis for vipassanA meditation, which is a quite different method. To create a basis for vipassanA, choose one of the Abidings and practice it until you reach the state of jhAna. Then, using that jhAna as the primary object, you can practice vipassanA meditation.

Tranquility meditation alone cannot lead to the eradication or total destruction of mental defilements or to NibbAna. It can lead only to temporary suppression of mental defilements, to the jhAna states, and to supernormal powers. So when you practice samatha meditation your aim should be to make its outcome the object of vipassanA meditation.

Without vipassanA you cannot achieve the state of total destruction of mental defilements or the ultimate goal. The Buddha himself intended the forty subjects of samatha meditation to be the basis of vipassanA. So practice samatha meditation and make it the basis for vipassanA meditation. There is a long way to go, and we have to practice both of them.

In Buddhist countries the monks practice both samatha and vipassanA meditation every day. First they practice the Four BrahmavihAras and some other meditations. Then they turn to vipassanA, the practice that immediately preceded the Enlightenment of the Buddha, and which is the ultimate practice of meditators.
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