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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.—



When we practice metta, we try to treat all living beings as

friends....We start with ourselves: May | be happy, may | be peace-

ful, may | be well. Then we extend this to all beings, once again in

the order of friends, persons to whom we are neutral, and ene-

mies, and not forgetting to include animals....Then, we try to

practice metta in real life, as we meet people. It is also helpful to

practice metta on inanimate objects, such as a door. The door

doesn’t have feelings, so it doesn’t care if we close it softly or slam

it, but it makes a difference to us. Every time we slam a door

closed we are reinforcing our habit of harming and unfriendliness.

As we find that non-harming is becoming more of a
habit than harming, we can shift to being actively help-
ful by practicing the four Pure Abidings. When we prac-
tice metta, we try to treat all living beings as friends. We
wish the best for them, but we do not have to like them.
We start with ourselves: May I be happy, may I be peace-
ful, may I be well. Then we extend this to all beings,
once again in the order of friends, persons to whom we
are neutral, and enemies, and not forgetting to include
animals. Just as I wish to be happy, peaceful, and well,
may all beings be happy, peaceful, and well. We do this
during out regular meditation sessions, visualizing being
kind to ourselves, our friends, our enemies, persons to
whom we are neutral, and animals. Then, we try to prac-
tice metta in real life, as we meet people. It is also help-
ful to practice mefta on inanimate objects, such as a
door. The door doesn’t have feelings, so it doesn’t care if
we close it softly or slam it, but it makes a difference to
us. Every time we slam a door closed we are reinforcing
our habit of harming and unfriendliness.

The other three Pure Abidings are similar and are prac-
ticed in the same way. Compassion (karuna) is feeling
another’s suffering as our own. Sympathetic joy (mudita)
is the complement of compassion — feeling another’s hap-
piness as our own. Equanimity (#pekkha) is the manner in

which we practice the other three Pure Abidings. Literally

it means “looking on,” i.e., just looking, not judging. We
spread thoughts of friendliness and so forth to all beings,

whether we find them attractive or not.

What are the six realms of existence?
John writing from a Yahoo address, asks: “Could you please

explain the six realms of existence and how they work?”

Dear John:

The world as we usually experience it goes round and
round. We wake up, go to work, come home, sleep,
wake up and go to work again. As Edna St Vincent Mil-
lay said, it’s not one damned thing after another, it’s the
same damned thing after another. On a cosmic scale,
Buddhism calls this samsara, literally “constantly mov-
ing.” The Tibetans translate samsara with a word mean-
ing cyclic existence, and the Chinese use a compound
meaning many births and deaths. The many births and
deaths which we all experience until we attain final lib-
eration are generally summarized under six categories
called the six realms of existence, of which our human
realm is one. The six realms have many subdivisions,
and it is taught that the Buddha only spoke of six
because these were the realms to which we as humans
could relate. There are so many realms of rebirth that

they are effectively infinite. In traditional Buddhist cos-
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mology, the other realms are said to exist above us and
below us, as well as on our level. Since all realms are
within samsara, all have suffering, but the upper realms
have the least suffering and the lower realms have the
most suffering. Since the upper and lower realms vague-
ly correspond to traditional Christian cosmology, they
are sometimes (rather unhelpfully, in my opinion) called
heavens and hells. Above us are the realms of the restless
deities (asura) and the peaceful deities (deva). The realm
of animals is on our level. Hungry ghosts (preta),
humanoids with huge, insatiable bellies and pinhole-
sized mouths, also exist on our level, but most of the
time they are invisible to us. The “unfortunate realms”
(naraka), which most closely resemble the Christian
hells as imagined by Dante in the Inferno, are in levels
below the human realm. None of these realms is eternal,
but time is different in each of them, so an existence in
any of them may last the equivalent of many millennia
in the human realm.

Each realm has its advantages and disadvantages for the
practice of Dharma and therefore liberation from suffer-
ing. In the most pleasant realms, beings get lazy (“Tll def-
initely start practicing in the next century or two”), and

then they are overwhelmed with regret and terror when

they die and are reborn in a less pleasant realm. In the

We don’t need to believe in rebirth to get some value out of the
teaching on the six realms. We may have the body of a human but
the mind of a being in another realm, and this other mind may be
born and die many times in a single day. When we shift from
peaceful joy to frustration, anger, and jealousy, we have moved
from the deva to the asura realm. If we are concerned only with
eating, sex, and shelter, we have the mind of an animal. Those of
us who become trapped in addictions are like pretas, always need-
ing more and never being satisfied. The horrors that come with

certain mental disorders are like those of the hell realms.
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