Question 15. How do we develop Metta (loving-kindness) according to Buddhist teachings?  How is the development of Metta different from other religions? Other religions have a concept of devotion, like the Fatherhood of God and Brotherhood of man, which opens the heart to develop loving-kindness.

Answer:  


According to Buddha’s teachings, we develop Metta by radiating or sending Metta to yourself and then to all breathing or living beings.  We can practice Metta not only through our thoughts but also through our actions or speech.  And what are the motivations?  Well, there are various levels of motivations: 

· On one level, knowing our interrelatedness with all beings – if we knew all relations and friends from all past lives, we would find we were related to everyone at some point in our past.   Even biologically, we all share the same DNA, the same human source that eventually traveled around and populated the world. Through our wandering in the rounds of birth and death (samsara), it is impossible to find someone who has never been your mother, father, brother, sister and so on.  In fact, we are all one Dhamma family.

· Another level, understanding our interdependence on and inter-connectedness on so many levels with other beings in the world.  For example, if there were no bees, there would be no pollination, and therefore no food.   As for breathing beings, human beings do breathe in oxygen and breathe out carbon oxide. The trees exhale oxygen and take in carbon dioxide.  So we should value the life of plants and all living beings.

· Yet another motivation is having seen that beings like oneself have desire for happiness and do not want to suffer.  In fact, this is a common denominator. Even the smallest insect, if its way is blocked, it would find out another away to avoid the blockage.  Therefore, one should methodically cultivate Metta to all beings without exception. 

However, it is very important to note that the development of loving-kindness (Metta bhavana) is quite different from other traditions outside the Buddha’s teaching. The difference is that we develop Metta as a “basis” and “support” for the development of generosity (Dana), ethical conduct (Sila), and mental cultivation (Bhavana). Here the key words are “basis” and “support”. Therefore, Metta is the “basis” and “support” for the attaining final liberation (Nibbana).


Buddhism includes the concept of devotion (bhakti) also, which is devotion to the qualities of the Buddha, Dhamma and Sangha.  Our devotion to the Buddha is not by looking at the Buddha statue and admiring it. Devotion to the Buddha means putting Buddha’s teachings (Dhamma) into practice and realizing it yourself.  The Buddha said one who sees the Dhamma, sees the Buddha and vice versa. You see, devotion has a deeper meaning in Buddhism. For instance, the Buddha statue and other symbols on the shrine are to remind us of Dhammic qualities.  Just like a flag of the U.S symbolizes the U.S. The U.S flag is not the U.S.  In the same vein, flowers represent the mark of impermanence, because they wither and wilt from moment to moment.  Incense represents the fragrance of virtue which no wind can blow away. In fact, the fragrance of a virtuous person can go against the wind.  Water represents the quenching of the thirst of craving. Likewise, the practice of Dhamma will help us to quench the thirst of craving.   Candles represent the light dispelling the darkness, or wisdom dispelling ignorance.  The Buddha statue represents enlightenment. Our devotion to the Buddha statue would then represent our aspiration to cultivate the qualities of the Buddha (the Buddha-hood of the Buddha), which includes purity, compassion and wisdom. In fact, even long after the passing away of the Buddha, there were no Buddha statues.  People worshipped the Dhamma Chakka or Chakra (The Wheel of Dhamma) to represent the Dhamma, and then later on Greeks made statues of the Buddha showing his good qualities because people like to have a reminder of the qualities of the Buddha.

