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Metta: Treating All Living
Beings As Friends

BY ROGER CORLESS

Dharma Daddy is back, by popular request. After months of silence, he has

received three questions all at once, two via e-mail and one by paper mail.

What is metta?
“Z” writes from Menard, Illinois, requesting “in depth information on metta.”
He says he has checked several Buddhist books and Buddhist dictionaries with-

out finding the information he wants.

Dear Z:

I understand your problem. There is very little on this in the western Buddhist
literature. Metia literally means friendliness. It comes from a word meaning
friend, and is an important part of Buddhist ethics. Ethics is fundamental to
Buddhist practice; it pervades all of Buddhism. How can a fish speak about
water? It’s all around; there is nothing but water. Similarly, the Buddhist who
is earnestly practicing swims in metta and its relatives, which are called the
Pure Abidings (brabma vibara)—compassion (karuna), sympathetic joy (mudi-
ta), and equanimity (upekkha). The Pure Abidings are positive forms of the
first precept, not to harm living beings. The negative precept is taught first
because we come to Buddhism with long established habits of harming. We are
very good at harming others. We think that if we attack or kill someone who
crosses us we will find happiness. But, in fact, we bring on more suffering, not
only for others but also for ourselves.

So, we begin by training ourselves to stop harming. We do this first with
friends, then persons to whom we are neutral, then, most difficult of all, our
enemies. And let’s not forget animals and even insects. This is not an absolute
command. As long as we are alive we will harm some beings. Even if we are
strictly vegetarian, insects and microbes are harmed. But we do the best we can,

and if we need to kill, say, a mosquito, we do so consciously and with regret.—



