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Kempsey-Macleay Valley Triratna Buddhist Group

The Metta Bhavana Meditation Practice.

metta

Metta (literally friendliness) means unconditional love, friendliness and kindness.  Metta is not sentimental or vague; it has strength and clarity. It consists of a a positive attitude and emotional state that is quite naturally other-regarding without preference and boundary.   

bhavana

Bhavana means to become, to cultivate or develop.  
the practice

In the metta bhavana practice we are trying to let the spectrum of qualities of metta develop in ourselves. Metta is an attitude and an emotion that can grow within us. We can build it up gradually through the practice of meditation and through acting in a positive way in general.  It is a practice that can transform feelings of anger, resentment and hatred into something much more wholesome.

The Stages of the Practice 

There are five stages of the practice, which take us from contacting and cultivating metta within and for ourselves, to feeling it for all life. The main elements of the practice are:  the people who we bring to the initial stages, the positive wishes we generate towards them,  and our imagination.

1st Stage  

We are aiming to contact and bring to life a strong feeling of friendliness within ourselves.  We might start with dwelling upon our own happiness and desire for happiness.   We all want to be happy, it is perhaps the most fundamental thing we have in common with others. We seek happiness in everything that we do. We can reflect on other aspects of positively caring for ourselves, on our own positive qualities.  We’re taking a look at ourself with an eye for affection for ourself, kindness, caring, well-wishing... contacting a root wish for our own well being.   We can use our imagination to help bring this about. We may simply say some phrase to ourselves that expresses the emotional attitude of metta: "may I be well; may I be happy; etc." We say the phrase to ourselves once or twice and then let it have space to work, letting the feeling of happiness and the emotion grow from it. 

We may use our memories. We could bring back to mind a time when we felt contented, fulfilled, in touch with what delights us, felt care for ourselves. Or we might create situations which stimulate such feelings in us; sitting by a calm lake, a sunny day... 
2nd Stage  

We choose a good friend, and as we bring them into the practice, we’re likely to feel the flow of our inner friendliness toward our friend.    We already have positive feelings for our friend so it's easy for those feelings to come more alive.  We can delight in our friend and feel the sharing of friendliness between us.  We can use our imagination to stimulate our feelings,  just as  in  the first stage. But now we say, "may he / she be well, etc
At first, as beginners,  we are advised to choose a friend who is alive, of about the same age as ourselves, and for whom we don't have strong sexual / romantic attraction. This avoids bringing in other strong feelings of affection-attraction, which may be  confused  with metta. 

3rd Stage  

We chose a neutral person (or stranger). This is someone of whom we are aware, but we don't know them personally.  We've no particular like or dislike of them.  It may be someone who we see at a bus stop, or at work, or a local shopkeeper..... 

We can reflect that this person has their life of joys and sorrows, just the same as me.  Their life is dear to them, they too wish deep in their hearts to be well and happy.  When they feel happy, it's just the same experience for them as when I feel happy.... 

4th Stage  

We chose a ‘difficult’ person, someone whom we have negative feelings toward. The reasons why we don't find it easy to get along with someone are complex and certainly do include something coming from ourselves.  We can try to see beyond the present disharmony and try to see that they too wish to be happy, to experience a positive state of being, and be free of frustrations.  We can see that he/she feels exactly the same as us when we are happy or suffering. We can dwell on their positive qualities that we are aware of.   As in the other stages we can use our imagination and positive phrases to stimulate metta for them. The positive feeling we have within ourselves may naturally respond to the same feelings seen in our enemy's desired experience. 
5th Stage      

Coming back to the metta felt within, we bring together our friend, the neutral person, and our enemy.   We are working towards developing the quality of metta that is free of preferences. So at this stage we try to feel the same for ourselves as for others, make no preference, feel no exclusion.  We may dwell on the sameness of the feelings of happiness etc. in each of us; and feel the response of those feelings between us.   We can think of this stage as being immersed with these people in an ambience of open friendliness.  Ideally we can come to feel that there is no difference between us, no difference in each person’s experience of inner happiness and friendliness. 
We now begin to bring the wider and wider perspective of life around us into the practice.   We think of others immediately around us (in the meditation room).   We think of them with this kindly regard, of metta.   We can respond to their life, their happiness, friendliness and so on.  

We look beyond, to people living in the vicinity, in the city, in the country......     Letting our imagination and awareness of others spread out in larger and larger circles.  Thinking of people everywhere, wishing them well, appreciating them in the positive feelings we have built up;   identifying their happiness with ours...  We extend to all the continents, thinking of everyone in the world with whom we share our life...thinking of all the animals and plants, everything that has life, everything that is our world.... and we don't have to stop there, we can think of life elsewhere in the universe, think of planets revolving around the stars we see at night, planets that are alive, as ours is, feeling identity with the life and happiness of every form of life.... 
We may feel that the whole of space around us is suffused with metta.  The space in our heart has expanded; the 'space' of our imagination has expanded, taking us beyond the boundaries of our self,  bearing us away from our small concerns in ever-widening circles of love and friendliness.  
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