Working in Metta Bhavana

Stage 1

Stage 1 can be approached in two main ways:

a) See it as cultivating metta towards ourselves:

· from scratch if there isn’t yet any skilful emotion; or

· on the basis of any friendliness etc. that is already present.

b) If there is a basis of friendliness already present, see it not so much as cultivating metta to self as simply cultivating  ‘in’ ourselves but potentially towards all.

Stages 2, 3 &4 enable us to work on our basic deluded responses to others i.e. we respond to people we like with pleasure, neutral people with indifference and difficult people with ill-will or hatred.

Stage 2: The main challenge with the friend is to convert affection, which is mingled with friendliness and an element of attachment, into non-attached friendliness.  We have a natural ‘warm’ response to a friend (don’t choose a friend you’re currently having difficulties with – this is Stage 4 stuff) – so just emphasise the warmth, affection, well-wishing, kindness which should be there and let go of the attachment/partiality.  We can spend time learning to distinguish the distinctive emotional quality of attachment (which usually wants something from the friend i.e. it’s not disinterested) from straightforward kindness / well-wishing.

Stage 3: If metta has already been cultivated, this shouldn’t be a problem – you just continue to cultivate it while bearing this person in mind.  If metta isn’t yet cultivated, this stage can show you quite brutally where you’re really at – that you’re really quite indifferent to this or any neutral person. (this may become quite clear if you’ve merely been cultivating ‘nice feelings’ in relation to your friend – fantasizing etc.) What to do if this is the case?  Go back to cultivating contentment on the basis of accepting that, for the moment this is where you’re at.  Then recall confidence/enthusiasm/kindness and go back to that person again.  Keep trying!

Stage 4: The advantage with this stage is that you’ll probably find some energy if this has been lacking before!  It can be useful to reflect – having contacted the ill-will in you towards this person “I don’t want to have ill-will – it does me harm” There will probably be some degree of ‘hurt’ around which the ill-will centres.  This is just an unpleasant feeling – recognize it as such.  The important thing to realize is that we don’t have to react to hurt with hatred.  Recognize that we have a choice.  We can respond with ill-will or we can cultivate metta.  It helps to see the person in perspective – reflect on their good qualities, their suffering, that they act in the way that they do for reasons and that they may be engendering suffering for themselves (these considerations are brought out more fully in the other brahma viharas).

Stage 5: Give the ‘equalising’ part its due – it’s easy to rush over it but it is the basis for what follows.  In the last ‘spreading’ part, don’t get caught up in fantasies about the vastness of the universe.  What you’re doing here really is developing a consistent and sustained expression of the brahma vihara of metta ‘in yourself’ which, in principle, would find expression towards anyone or any being whatever who you happened to think of or encounter.  This is what ‘universal’ and ‘unlimited’ really mean.  However, this isn’t to say that you can’t use your imagination in the more ‘cosmic’ way if you find it useful.  Some find it helpful, rather than thinking of their metta ‘going out’ to all beings (which can make it seem a bit thin), to imagine the beings ‘in here’ – in your own heart for example.  This helps highlight the fact that metta itself is the main focus of the practice – you’re developing it in yourself with the aim of being able to express it, in everyday life, simply to anyone you meet.  It’s not literally spread all over the universe – this is just a means of cultivating it, which may work for some and not for others.  Be flexible and do whatever actually tends to make you feel more generally friendly to more people!

From a note for a Brahma Vihara retreat, written by Tejananda 

