

Metta and Bodhicitta


The Pali word 'metta' is loving kindness.  It is that within us that says 'May all beings be happy'.

The word 'bodhicitta', meanwhile, is found mainly in the Tibetan Buddhist tradition.  It also refers to our own true nature of loving kindness and wisdom, and it means having a dedication to helping others.

This is described as first having an intention to benefit in some way, and then any positive action, but particularly what are called the 'Six Perfections': Generosity, Ethics, Patience, Diligence (or Joyous Efort), Meditation, and Wisdom.  Again, it's the feeling in the action that matters most.

So we can see that what we call metta, loving-kindness, is also bodhicitta, our true nature, and bodhicitta is metta, loving kindness, with its true character more fully expressed in thoughts, words and actions, or the true nature of love really, fully recogized and lived.


When we say 'May all beings be happy', it's natural that it's not enough just to wish this for them and then sit back and say, 'Well, now your're on your own'.  Of course not, that wouldn't be metta, loving-kindness.  We should practice both the wish, and the actions that support that intention.

So when going from the metta to the bodhicitta manner of expression, we would contemplate first:


			'May all beings be peaceful'

			'May all beings be healthy'

			'May all beings be happy'



and then:


			'May I support and encourage their being peaceful'

			'In every way, way I support and encourage their 					 being healthy'


And because here we are expressing a feeling of personal  responsibility for others:


			'May I take responsibility for them'

			'In every way, may I support and encourage their 					 having happiness and the causes of happiness'


With words or without words, there is a feeling of closeness, and warm-heartedness, like a parent for their child, or a friend towards a friend.  This feeling we should try to develop towards everyone.  

When practicing metta, we should be attentive to where we have resistance to wishing someone well.  That's where we need to reflect on their life and worth, how their wishes are basically the same as everyone else, and how they too deserve love.


Then, in loving kindness practice there can also be a Wisdom factor that knows what living beings need.  And this is really quite necessary if we are to contribute something to their doing well.  

When we know what people need, then we have something to wish, or to 'send out' to them, as it were.  When we say, 
in our mind, 'May all beings be peaceful...', there is some content to it.  The feeling is rich.

We ourselves should know that through ethical conduct, 
one-pointed concentration, and insight, liberation is possible; that the development of truly satisfying, enriching understanding is possible; that a person's bringing forth excellent qualities is possible.  These are the kind of things that are worth wishing for others to have, and the kind of things that are worth our working to help others to achieve.


			'May all beings be peaceful'

			'May all beings be truly healthy'

			'May all beings enjoy pure happiness'

			'May all beings receive what they truly need'

or, more specifically:


			'May all beings cross over to safety,
			 to freedom from the cycle of repeated 
			 dissatisfaction'
			
			 and, 


			'May all beings become enlightened as to 
			 who they are'


			'May I help them all in as many ways as I can'



At this point we can also see the relationship between our own practice and the other lives in this world.  We know implicitly that the best thing we can do is develop spiritually and unfold our latent capacities.  Whatever we would share we need to cultivate in ourselves.  Seeing that we can have the aspiration, 'May I develop myself,  my peace, understanding, and compassion, and be able to share that with others...'

Our own practice is a necessary form of metta that we should alternate with the metta practice of generating in our mind and sending out the best that we know.  This is loving-kindness as devotion and commitment to the path and to other people.   There is knowledge of the aim, and the method to achieve that purpose.

We need to balance the different types of meditation.  
This is important.  Seek your own level, of intelligent, proportionate practice, whatever works best.  Personally I find that sometimes more quiet meditation, non-conceptual, letting everything settle, is a support for health, and for metta, loving-kindness.


When we have a good foundation ourselves, we have something to refer to in terms of health, peace, and so on.  We can also be in a position, when we think of other people, to say, as an expression of our love and commitment:


			'May I cross them over to safety
			 and bring them to enlightenment'

			 and,

			'May I remove as much suffering as living beings 					 may have, and may I bring them to awakening'


(and, seeing the relationship between our own practice and what we wish for):

			'May I be awake to be able to do this'



This is the attitude of a bodhisattva.  (Bodhi-sattva: awakening-being, or hero)  A bodhisattva is someome who is not estranged.  For that reason, when compared to a self-centered person, they have the motivation to benefit.  That's natural.  We can say that a bodhisattva is someone who has the intention to relieve suffering and bring all to an enlightened state.

This dedication is sometimes formulated as the Four Bodhisattva Vows that are chanted and meditated upon daily in some Buddhist countries:

              'Beings are numberless, I vow to save them
	    Delusions are inexhaustible, I vow to end them
	    Dharma gates are limitless, I vow to enter them
	    The Buddhas way is unsurpassable, I vow to become it'


Contemplating this way we find that, really, beyond words, this is our nature.

		 
Here is might be asked: 'How much can one person do for another?', and, 'Isn't a person's salvation ultimately up to them?'

I think we can't begin to measure how much one person can do for another, love is that profound and real.  Even a simple action can last a long, long time, and be a source of inspiration and benefit.  So we shouldn't overlook even what seem to be small actions.  

Also, I get the feeling that that 'self' that wishes another person well, and their own true self nature, is really the same (the 'non-dualistic I'), and we're just here to express the essential character of that as much as we can.

Of course, at some point a person has to 'catch on' and carry out liberation and enlightenment practice on their own, but really, everyone deserves as much support and encouragement as we can give.

It seems to me that it's only right for us to do all we can for each other. It's only human, only natural.  This is metta, loving-kindness, our own true self nature; this is bodhicitta, the dedication to helping others.

Here is a brief description of the method of cultivating the mind of love, called 'Equalizing Self and Others, and Exchanging Self for Others':

These days we can notice how it's not uncommon for people to have almost totally self-centered attitudes, showing hardly any consideration for anyone other than themselves.  If we think about it though, we as individuals should at least be able to see that other people are like ourselves, in that they all want to have happiness and to avoid deprivation and any pain.  In that we're all completely equal.

Our seeing this requires some 'opening of the shell' on our part.  This is the place of developing inner strength, ethics, meditation, and insight.  We all have to find a way to free ourselves, to be able to have empathy, and 'put ourselves in another's place'.

Our contemplation and seeing then should effect the way we are toward others- lessening greed, and anger, and producing more sensitivity, and generosity.  When we practice metta we'll begin to see people we may not have noticed before, and take them into consideration when we say, 'May all beings be peaceful...'

Then as we grow and move away from all kinds of wrong views and ego-centricity, the love that we have by itself matures into a dedication to serving others.  Of course, it's only natural that this happens.

It may be asked, if self and others are equal, then why would a person put another first?  We have to say that, at some point, it is just the nature of love to be that way.  It is this gracious love that says, 'O, please, after you...'

We find that love is purified, developed and fulfilled by leaving behind every last trace of ego-centeredness, that false view and its effects.  Selfishness, indifference and neglect are all removed by the development of true love.  

In one way, the development of love is a result of insight, seeing the worth of others and what they want and need, and also seeing that this is how we need to live to be happy, being true to our own self nature.



There is a verse from the Tibetan tradition that begins:

'All suffering is a result of thinking that my own happiness
 is more important than everyone else's,
 While all genuine happiness comes from wishing others well    
 and trying to do something good for someone else'


If we think about this in light of our own experience, we can see just how far it is true.  

The verse concludes:

'Seeing this, may I exchange self-centeredness
 for a life benefitting beings'


The actual verse from the Tibetan tradition says:

 'Self-cherishing is the cause of all suffering
 While cherishing others is the cause of all happiness.
 Therefore bless me to exchange self-cherishing
 for cherishing others.'

There is also the line, 

'Strive to give the taste of bliss to others.'

This is where we find our true fulfillment as human beings.

Avoiding Two Extremes


In caring for others, of course, we can't leave out our own practice, keeping the basis of our own peace.  In doing so however, we have to be careful to avoid the one extreme of  'self-oriented peace', which is actually something of a carry over from common self-centeredness.  This is caring for and accomplishing one's own liberation alone.  While this is certainly an essential part of being able to effectively serve others, it is actually only a partial accomplishment, and we need to go beyond that.  We know there is more to this life of love that would be born.  

One way we can avoid this state is to always be dedicating the benefits of our practice to all beings, especially to those who suffer and those who are creating bad karma, and meditating: 'Through this virtue, may all beings be peaceful...'

Dilgo Khyentse recommended that we dedicate our practice to all beings, and especially to those with whom we have had conflict or difficulty.  (I think this is very useful)  This is a form of 'sending out' the good fruits of our practice.  He also taught that we should think of dedication as like giving a gift to each person, and that we should pray and imagine that all receive the benefit in its entirety.


		'Through this merit, may all beings be peaceful...'



Another way of expressing the practice of dedication is to find what is called the 'non-abiding nirvana'.  Nirvana is Peace, so this is saying that we have to find the Peace that is helpful to all.  When we are without words and concepts, this quality is implicit.  (Aah...)

Non-abiding nirvana can be represented by an image of a person with one leg in the meditation posture, representing their being beyond delusion and negative emotions, and the other leg extended, symbolizing their moving outward to help others.  The non-abiding nirvana is a fruitful state, benefitting all.  Like the sun shining in the sky, it is the unity of loving kindness and the Wisdom that is insight and freedom itself.  This is love; this is metta; this is bodhicitta, that says:


		'May all beings be peaceful'

		'May all beings be healthy...'

We are connected to peace, so the words have meaning for us, and we have something to give.


With time, as love becomes more pure, it becomes increasingly self-less, not wanting anything in return, 
only to serve.  

As in the prayer by Saint Francis:

		'...grant that I may not so much seek to be consoled
		 as to console; to be understood as to understand;
		 to be loved as to love...'


We don't have to wait for these things- we can practice right away and at any time.


We can even reach a point in our thinking and actions where we are willing to go anywhere, and do anything so we'll have more to benefit people.  This is just fulfilling our intention.  It means the prayer for others is actually working in our lives.


Sacrifice could be mentioned here, but it is experienced, not as most people think of it, but as a real bargain.


As in Rumi:

		'Love says, 'The cost of kissing me is your life'
		 What a bargain!  I'll take it!'  


And:

		'Here, one coin buys a gold mine
		 One rose buys a whole garden...'		



To be sure, sometimes sometimes it might be necessary that there is some difficulty, pain or discomfort involved, but so what.  The self-centered would say, 'Why bother?', but love would have us go beyond what our ego wants.


The Thirteenth Dalai Lama has this prayer:

		'May I have the courage to take to fulfillment
		 the practice of relinquishing personal comfort
		 for the well-being of the world'

In real, fruitful sacrifice, there is not a sense of loss, but of actual gain.  There is something given up, yes, of course, but what one is able to accomplish is far, far greater.  This is the work and joy of love; this is metta; this is bodhicitta.


I think that the giving up of one's personal interest when necessary, not grudgingly but with pleasure, is something significant.  It shows that something has been tapped into.  There is a change in a person's point of view, and a change in what is valued.  Here the character of love has a chance to express itself, and the joy in this, I feel, is an essential element if there is to be longevity and continued power in service.


Thomas a Kempis wrote:

			'Love makes the heavy light,
		    and that which is bitter, sweet and tasteful'


And Lama Lodu has a descriptive way of speaking about the strength of this devotion.  To paraphrase, he taught that a bodhisattva, one who lives to serve others, is willing to be born one million times in the hell realms in order to save one sentient being.  One million times he would be born there, and not regret it- he enjoys it, actually.  Sentient beings need help, he enjoys helping them, in whatever form that takes.  That is bodhisattva activity, action that has intrinsic worth.  

(Compare this with the kind of emotion that wants something.  There's no comprison...)


Although we might feel sometimes that we're not able to practice like this, I truly believe it's worthwhile at least to orient ourselves in such a direction.  'Where the eye is turned, the feet will follow'.


			'May all beings be peaceful...'


Up to here, we have been talking about having a good motivation, and this can bring passion and a lot of energy.  It can be a source of strength, and this is all to the good when balanced, and used in the right way.  We should use this strength.  We have to be careful here though, because what's called 'zeal' can also too easily become unbalanced, 
a fanaticism that is blind, and, in the end, self-defeating.
So keep your eyes open! Don't become 'ungrounded'.


This brings us to a second extreme that deserves some discussion, and that could be called neglecting one's own practice, or losing the way in the midst of activity.  This really is counter-productive.

Commitment can also take the form of very, very quiet, very, very calm states of consciousness.  And this is necessary sometimes to make it to the point where we can actualize the ability to help others.


One can get side-tracked, as I know.  An obstacle can be created by misunderstanding if we don't see the connection between our own practice and actually benefitting others.  We might think, 'What right do I have to peace or to taking care of myself when others suffer?', but this is misplaced emotion.  It is resolved by knowing that the way we live and our own understanding and development effects everyone.


Rightly balanced, love is not, 'I won't eat', that would be over-emotional and counter-productive.  We do need to take care of ourselves.  Instead we can think, 'I don't need to eat too much, or too expensive food, and that way I'll have more to share...'  I don't need new or fancy clothes, or an expensive house, really... how much does a person need...?


Some people though, in their fervor, would even go as far as to say that their own freedom does not matter- that all that matters is the freedom and happiness of others.  

Taken one way, this could sound as if it's saying that one's own personal liberation is not necessary, or that it is not worth wanting and working for- but to think this would be a drastic mistake.  Actually, such an attitude would cut the root of our being able to help, and for this reason: individual liberation is the basis that allows for there to be empathy, more extensive seeing, the ability to live fully, and to work.

The context in which it makes sense to think that 'My own freedom is unimportant', is as a beautiful devotional sentiment.  I think the meaning is that, relative to all the many others who suffer as I do, just one person becoming free for himself alone is not that significant.  It is however tremendously important for what can be accomplished with this.  Seeing that, we will be not less, but much more determined to cultivate the causes of our own insight, freedom and ability.  We see the connection between our own practice and what we are able to offer.  With words, and beyond words,


			'By this practice, may all beings be peceful...'


I think that what is needed is a definition of the self that includes others, and a definition of the world that includes one's own self.  Then, doing a necessary work, and practicing for this self and others is one action.  
In taking care of yourself you are taking care of all of us. 

This can be expressed like this:

		In every step, the greater world is there
		so everything we do is for everyone.
		The whole world suffers is us, 
		we heal the whole world in ourselves.
		This is known as 'the interdependance of causes,
		the interdependance of effects'.


And:


		With the thought to awaken the life 
                    that is most beneficial to others,
		consider each activity, 
		including taking care of yourself
		as the actual practice of benefitting others.
		Generate a parent's love

		A great many are with you now, this moment
		and the entirety of this vast field will be reached
		both now and in the future
		by the life you create today...



At some point, all practices can be and need to be done without grasping a 'self'(no 'owner'of action), the action itself and the 'other' as seperate.  

How can there be love without subject and object?  There is only love when there is no longer a sense of subject and object, no longer a sense of separation.  The Zen folks have 

a phrase for this.  They call it 'intimacy with 10,000 things', which means intimacy with all things.  This is where we recognize that, 'the happiness of others is no different than my own'.


Actually, even if it's not always so noticable, our practice is always this caring for all life.  

Here's a verse:

			 That same life that brings us to birth
			 brings us to reach again for the birth
			 of all those we see in this world

And:

			 Sometimes we have to wait
			 until the fruit grows
			 before we know what kind of a tree we have
			 When an apple grows
			 we've had an apple tree all along

It is this one nature within us, a single liberating essence of great compassion, that guides us, that leads us to practice and to help others.  When we see this it's easy to see how all aspects of the path are equal- they are of equal importance, and then to give things the attention they deserve.  We can do whatever we need to do to care for this life, wherever we are at the moment.			 

At times we can also say that:

			 This same life that brings us to reach
			 for the birth of all those we see in this world
			 also brings us to birth

So please, take good care of yourself.  This is so important, for all of our sake.

When we think about it, what we are calling 'love' is our  living response to the question, asked with more or less of an inclusive view, and some sense of the possibilities, of 'What is best?'

			'This is because that is, 
			 This is like this because that is like that,
			 If this is not, that is not...'


When we feel a connection to people and have a sense of their worth, then it's natural for that to show in our actions.  Whatever we have to do to have this awareness we should do.  This is essential.

Conclusion

Whether or not any person is right now aware and considerate, everyone does have the capacity for peace and generosity.  (How can knowing this not increase our respect for and dedication to others?)

As the Peerless Continuum says concerning this our true nature of love and wisdom:

		'It is not less in ordinary beings,
		 it is not more in Buddhas.
		 It is not made worse by delusion,
		 or improved by enlightenment...'

The only difference is that ordinary people feel impovrished, while those who know their nature have access to the inner worth, and are able to share this abundantly with others.  

By daily practice then, we can awaken knowledge of the potential and value of life.  Then, fulfilling our nature, we just go in this direction of giving and helping others, and not counting the cost.  There is something timeless, and very joyful about such continual dedication.

As Shantideva wrote:

		'For as long as space exists,
		 and for as long as living beings remain,
		 until then, may I too abide,
		 to dispel the misery of the world.'

This kind of commitment, never abandoning any living being, in every way always working for the benefit of all, this is universal love and compassion, this is bodhicitta, this is the mind of enlightenment.


Aah,

			May all beings be peaceful,

			
			May all beings be healthy,


			May all beings be have happiness,
          
                              and the causes of health and happiness

Conclusion

Whether or not any person is right now aware and considerate, everyone does have the capacity for peace and generosity.  (How can knowing this not increase our respect for and dedication to others?)

As the Peerless Continuum says concerning this our true nature of love and wisdom:

		'It is not less in ordinary beings,
		 it is not more in Buddhas.
		 It is not made worse by delusion,
		 or improved by enlightenment...'

The only difference is that ordinary people feel impovrished, while those who know their nature have access to the inner worth, and are able to share this abundantly with others.  

By daily practice then, we can awaken knowledge of the potential and value of life.  Then, fulfilling our nature, we just go in this direction of giving and helping others, and not counting the cost.  There is something timeless, and very joyful about such continual dedication.

As Shantideva wrote:

		'For as long as space exists,
		 and for as long as living beings remain,
		 until then, may I too abide,
		 to dispel the misery of the world.'

This kind of commitment, never abandoning any living being, in every way always working for the benefit of all, this is universal love and compassion, this is bodhicitta, this is the mind of enlightenment.


(From Shantideva:)

		'As long as diseases afflict living beings,
		 may I be the doctor, the medicine, 
		 and also the nurse who restores them to health
		 May I fall as rain to increase the harvests
                     that must feed living beings,
                     and in times of dire famine,
                     may I myself serve as food and drink



