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The Gay Buddhist 

Fellowship supports

Buddhist practice in the

Gay men’s community.

It is a forum that

brings together the

diverse Buddhist 

traditions to address

the spiritual concerns

of Gay men in the

San Francisco Bay Area,

the United States,

and the world. 

GBF’s mission includes

cultivating a social

environment that is

inclusive and caring.

Spirituality and 
Intimate Relationships:
Monogamy, Polyamory, and Beyond
B Y  J O R G E  N . F E R R E R

In Buddhism, sympathetic joy (mudita) is regarded as one of the “four immeasurable
states” (brahmaviharas) or qualities of an enlightened person—the other three being
loving kindness (metta), compassion (karuna), and equanimity (upeksha). Sympathet-

ic joy refers to the human capability to participate in the joy of others, to feel happy
when others feel happy. Although with different emphases, such understanding can also
be found in the contemplative teachings of many other religious traditions such as the
Kabbalah, Christianity, or Sufism, which in their respective languages talk about empath-
ic joy, for example, in terms of opening the “eye of the heart.” According to these and
other traditions, the cultivation of sympathetic joy can break through the ultimately false
duality between self and others, being therefore a potent aid on the path toward over-
coming self-centeredness and achieving liberation. Though the ultimate aim of many reli-
gious practices is to develop sympathetic joy for all sentient beings, intimate relationships
offer human beings—whether they are spiritual practitioners or not—a precious oppor-
tunity to taste its experiential flavor.  Most psychologically balanced individuals natu-
rally share, to some degree, in the happiness of their mates. Bliss and delight can effort-
lessly emerge within us as we feel the joy of our partner’s ecstatic dance, enjoyment of an
art performance, relishing of a favorite dish, or serene contemplation of a splendid sun-
set. And this innate capacity for sympathetic joy in intimate relationships often reaches
its peak in deeply emotional shared experiences, sensual exchange, and lovemaking.
When we are in love, the embodied joy of our beloved becomes extremely contagious. 
Jealousy in Monogaous Relationships
But what if our partner’s sensuous or emotional joy were to arise in relation not to us but
to someone else? For the vast majority of people, the immediate reaction would likely be
not one of expansive openness and love, but rather of contracting fear, anger, and per-
haps even violent rage. The change of a single variable has rapidly turned the selfless con-
tentment of sympathetic joy into the “green-eyed monster” of jealousy, as Shakespeare
called this compulsive emotion. 

Perhaps due to its prevalence, jealousy is widely accepted as “normal” in most cultures,
and many of its violent consequences have often been regarded as understandable, moral-
ly justified, and even legally permissible. (It is worth remembering that as late as the 1970s
the law of states such as Texas, Utah, and New Mexico considered “reasonable” the homi-
cide of one’s adulterous partner if it happened at the scene of discovery!). Though there are
circumstances in which the mindful expression of rightful anger (not violence) may be a
temporary appropriate response—for example, in the case of the adulterous breaking of
monogamous vows—jealousy frequently makes its appearance in interpersonal situations


