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Introduction: An Invitation to Explore

This booklet is an invitation to explore how wisdom and love belong 
together. The question is simple, though the answer unfolds over a 
lifetime of practice: how does clear seeing (vipassanā) relate to an
open heart—the four brahmavihāras of loving-kindness, compassion, 
sympathetic joy, and equanimity?

Most of us who practice in the Insight Meditation tradition have 
been taught both mindfulness and loving-kindness. But too often,
these are presented as separate practices—alternatives rather than 
complements. Insight is for those who want "real" liberation. Mettā 
is for those who need to soften, or for the end of a retreat.

The purpose of the booklet is to inquire how wisdom and love belong 
together—how each wing supports the other, how both are
supporting liberation, and how their integration transforms not only 
our meditation but our lives in the world.

Several motivations have inspired this writing. First, the integration 
of wisdom and love is central to the Buddha's teaching, yet it is often 
only implicit in how we teach insight meditation. Second, other
Buddhist traditions—particularly the Mahāyāna—have been more 
articulate on this integration. This text is written from within the 
Theravāda tradition, asking what the Pali canon says about this
relationship. Third, we often teach the brahmavihāras without
offering a full map of how they support the liberation of the mind. 
Fourth, the brahmavihāras are a direct path to letting go through 
intention rather than through investigation. Fifth, there is the
question of how practice on the cushion translates into how we live 
in the world—the movement from realization to actualization.

This booklet is written for dedicated insight meditation students. The 
text will use Pali terms where helpful, always explaining them. It will 
quote the suttas directly. And it will offer practice instructions. This is 
meant as a practical guide.



Chapter 1: Two Wings, One Freedom

As we begin to deepen in practice, it becomes clear that the path of 
awakening is not one-dimensional. It is not simply a matter of seeing 
clearly, nor is it only about opening the heart. Rather, it is the
integration of both.

In the Buddhist tradition, these two qualities are often described as 
wisdom (paññā) and love—the four brahmavihāras: mettā
(loving-kindness), karuṇā (compassion), muditā (sympathetic joy), 
and upekkhā (equanimity). A traditional image is that of a bird in
flight. For the bird to fly, it needs two wings. If one wing is strong and 
the other weak, flight becomes difficult or impossible.

Both wisdom and love lead to freedom, but they do so in different 
ways. Wisdom frees us through understanding. As we observe our 
experience with mindfulness, we see clearly the impermanent,
unsatisfactory, and selfless nature of all phenomena. This
understanding gradually weakens the tendency to cling. We let go
not because we are told to, but because we see that holding on does 
not bring the happiness we imagined.

Love frees us through softening. When the heart is cultivated in 
kindness and compassion, there is less resistance to what is difficult 
and less grasping at what is pleasant. The boundaries we
create—between self and other, between what we like and what we 
do not like—begin to soften. Rather than seeing through experience, 
love embraces it. We might say that wisdom understands, while love 
allows.

Although we can speak of wisdom and love as two distinct qualities, 
in practice they are deeply interconnected. As wisdom develops, we 
see more clearly the fragile and conditioned nature of life. We see
that everything is subject to change, that nothing can be held onto, 
and that all beings live within this same reality. This understanding



naturally gives rise to compassion. Love can be understood as the 
expression of wisdom.

At the same time, love supports the development of wisdom. When 
the heart is kind and receptive, the mind is less reactive. There is less 
judgment, less resistance, less grasping. This creates the conditions 
for seeing more clearly. Without kindness, it can be difficult to stay
present with certain experiences—especially painful or deeply
conditioned ones. Kindness allows us to remain present. So wisdom 
deepens love, and love stabilizes wisdom. They grow together.

In contemporary practice, it is not uncommon to see an imbalance.
Some practitioners are drawn to insight, cultivating clarity, but
without the balancing quality of the heart, insight can become dry or 
overly analytical. Others are drawn more strongly to heart practices, 
cultivating loving-kindness and connection, but without wisdom, 
these qualities can become entangled. We may feel compassion but 
become overwhelmed by it. We may feel love mixed with
attachment or expectation.

When wisdom and love are developed together, something quite 
different becomes possible. We are able to see our experience
clearly, without distortion. We recognize patterns of grasping and
aversion as they arise. And at the same time, we meet those patterns 
with kindness. Instead of judging ourselves for being reactive, we
bring compassion to that reactivity. Instead of trying to get rid of 
difficult emotions, we learn to hold them in a larger space of 
awareness and care. This integration allows for a deeper kind of 
letting go.

As the mind becomes less contracted around a sense of self, and as 
the heart becomes more open, there is a natural shift in how we 
relate to the world. We become less preoccupied with our own
concerns, and more available to others. Not as a moral obligation, 
but as a natural expression of the heart.



As we continue on this path, it can be helpful to reflect: Am I 
cultivating clarity in how I see my experience? Am I cultivating
kindness in how I relate to it? Both questions are important. Over 
time, as both wings grow stronger, there is a greater sense of 
balance and ease. We begin to move through life with more
understanding and more care. We respond rather than react. This is 
the path of two wings—one freedom.

Chapter 2: The Task of Wisdom

As we begin to explore the wing of wisdom, it is helpful to
understand what we mean by wisdom in this context. In the 
Buddha's teaching, wisdom—paññā—is not a collection of ideas or 
beliefs. It is a direct, experiential understanding of how things
actually are. The Pāli phrase often used is yathābhūta 
ñāṇadassana—knowing and seeing things as they are.

One of the most important insights in meditation practice is that we 
are not trying to create a special experience. We are learning to see 
clearly what is already happening. Breath is happening. Sensations 
are happening. Thoughts are arising and passing. Emotions are
moving through the body and mind. Most of the time, we are so
involved in these processes that we do not see them clearly. We are 
identified with them. With mindfulness—sati—we begin to step out 
of this automatic identification.

As our observation becomes more steady and refined, we begin to 
notice certain universal qualities of all experience. In the Buddha's 
teaching, these are known as the three characteristics (tilakkhaṇa).
The first is anicca, impermanence. Everything we experience is in a 
process of change. The second is dukkha, unsatisfactoriness. Because 
everything is changing, it cannot provide lasting fulfillment. The third 
is anattā, not-self. As we observe experience carefully, we see that



thoughts, emotions, and sensations arise due to conditions. They are 
not under our control in the way we might assume.

It is important to see that wisdom does not mean getting rid of 
experience. The goal is not to stop thoughts, eliminate emotions, or 
create a blank state. Instead, wisdom changes our relationship to 
experience. When we no longer take phenomena to be permanent, 
we do not cling to them in the same way. When we see that they
cannot provide lasting satisfaction, we stop expecting them to do so.
When we understand that they are not self, we do not build our 
identity around them. This shift in relationship is where freedom 
begins.

There is a simplicity to this practice, even though its implications are 
profound. We are learning to observe what is arising, how it is
changing, and how the mind is relating to it. Again and again, we
return to the immediacy of experience. At times, the mind may want 
something more dramatic—some special insight or altered state. But 
often, the deepest understanding comes through very ordinary 
moments. Feeling a breath. Noticing a sound. Seeing a thought come 
and go. In these simple observations, the nature of reality reveals 
itself.

This kind of seeing does not happen all at once. It unfolds gradually, 
through repeated observation. At first, we may catch 
glimpses—moments where we see clearly that a thought is just a
thought, or that an emotion is changing. Over time, as mindfulness 
becomes more continuous, these insights deepen and stabilize. We 
begin to trust what we are seeing. And with that, the tendency to
cling begins to weaken.

One of the interesting aspects of developing wisdom is that the 
changes are often subtle. We may not feel that something dramatic 
has happened. But we begin to notice that we are less reactive. That 
we do not get caught in the same way. That there is a little more 
space around our experience. This is the quiet work of wisdom.



Chapter 3: How We Get Caught

As we deepen in mindfulness practice, we begin to see more clearly 
not only that we suffer, but how that suffering is created. At first, it 
often seems as though suffering comes from the outside—from
situations, from other people, from what happens to us. But as 
awareness becomes more refined, we notice a process unfolding 
within experience itself.

In the Buddha's teaching, this unfolding is described through
dependent origination (paṭicca samuppāda). At its heart, it describes 
something quite immediate and observable. We can notice contact 
(phassa). A sound is heard. A sensation is felt. A thought arises.
There is a meeting between a sense organ, an object, and 
consciousness. From contact, there arises feeling (vedanā). This is a
key point. Vedanā does not mean emotion. It refers to the basic tone 
of experience: pleasant, unpleasant, or neutral. Every moment of
contact carries this tone. It happens automatically, before thought.

And then, almost immediately, there is a reaction. From feeling 
arises craving (taṇhā). If the feeling is pleasant, the mind wants 
more: "Let this continue." If the feeling is unpleasant, the mind
resists: "Make this go away." If the feeling is neutral, the mind often 
drifts into distraction.

This movement—from vedanā to taṇhā—is one of the most
important places to bring awareness. What is striking is how fast this 
happens. In ordinary experience, we do not notice this chain of 
events. It feels as though we go directly from an event to a reaction. 
But with mindfulness, we begin to slow things down. We start to see: 
a sound is heard, it feels unpleasant, irritation arises. And in that
seeing, something begins to change.

One consequence of not seeing this process clearly is that we come 
to believe that happiness and suffering are located in the objects 
themselves. We think: "That situation made me upset." "If I could



just have this, I would be happy." But when we observe more
carefully, we see that the suffering is not inherent in the object—it is 
constructed in the relationship.

As we observe this process over time, we begin to notice that our 
reactions are not random. They follow patterns. Certain situations 
reliably trigger certain responses. These patterns are deeply
conditioned. In the Buddhist teachings, they are referred to as 
saṅkhāras—mental formations or habitual tendencies. From a
psychological perspective, we can also understand them in terms of 
conditioning shaped by past experience, including trauma.

When craving strengthens, it becomes clinging (upādāna). This is 
where the mind really tightens. We do not just prefer 
something—we hold onto it. We do not just dislike something—we 
push it away forcefully. Clinging can take many forms: clinging to 
sense pleasures, to views and opinions, to roles and identities, to a 
sense of self. At this point, suffering becomes more pronounced.
There is contraction, tension, and a sense of being caught.

The invitation of practice is to begin observing this entire sequence 
as it unfolds. Not as a theory, but as a lived experience. When 
mindfulness is present, we can begin to see each of these steps. And 
importantly, we can see that none of them are fixed. Each part of the 
process is arising and passing. This is where the possibility of
freedom enters.

The Buddha pointed out that if this chain is not understood, it 
continues automatically. But if it is clearly seen, it can be interrupted.
The most accessible place to do this is at the level of vedanā. If we 
can notice "this is a pleasant feeling" or "this is an unpleasant
feeling" without immediately reacting, something shifts. There is a 
moment of space. In that space, craving does not have to arise. This 
does not mean that reactions stop immediately. But over time, as 
awareness strengthens, the automatic link between feeling and
craving begins to weaken.



As this process becomes clearer, we begin to move from reactivity to 
responsiveness. Instead of being driven by habit, there is the
possibility of choice. This is not indifference. It is a more balanced 
way of relating. And this balance is the beginning of freedom.

Chapter 4: The Practice of Seeing

Having begun to understand how suffering is created, the next
question naturally arises: how do we work with this in practice? The 
Buddha's answer is both simple and profound. We cultivate 
mindfulness (sati), and through that mindfulness, we begin to see
clearly.

Mindfulness is the capacity to know what is happening while it is 
happening. We are aware of the breath as the breath is being felt. 
We know a thought as a thought. We recognize an emotion as it 
arises. Closely connected to mindfulness is another quality:
sampajañña, often translated as clear comprehension. This refers to 
a deeper understanding of what we are experiencing. Together, 
mindfulness and clear comprehension create a field of awareness in 
which insight can develop.

In practice, mindfulness often begins in a very simple way—with the 
breath. We sit, and we feel the natural rhythm of breathing. Very
quickly, we notice that the mind wanders. This is not a problem. It is 
part of the learning. Each time we notice that the mind has
wandered and gently return to the breath, we are strengthening 
mindfulness.

One of the key aspects of insight practice is that we are not trying to 
change what we observe. If a pleasant sensation arises, we notice it. 
If an unpleasant emotion appears, we notice it. If the mind is restless 
or dull, we notice that as well. We are learning to let experience
reveal itself. At first, there can be a strong habit of trying to control 
or fix what is happening. But gradually, we begin to see that this



effort often creates more tension. Instead, we experiment with 
allowing.

As mindfulness becomes more continuous, we begin to notice the 
changing nature of experience more directly. A sensation appears, 
lingers briefly, and disappears. A thought arises, unfolds, and fades. 
This direct perception of arising and passing is central to insight 
practice. We are not thinking about impermanence—we are seeing 
it.

In addition to observing what arises, we also begin to notice how the 
mind is relating to it. Is there grasping? Is there resistance? This is 
where the practice connects directly with what we explored in the 
previous chapter. By bringing awareness to this relationship, we
begin to loosen the automatic patterns. We are no longer completely 
inside the reaction. We are seeing it.

It is important to emphasize that insight—vipassanā—is not primarily 
an intellectual understanding. We may read about impermanence,
not-self, or suffering, and find the ideas compelling. But insight 
practice invites us to verify these teachings in our own experience.
Noticing that a thought arises without being invited, seeing that a
sensation changes moment by moment, recognizing that an emotion 
is not fixed—these observations may seem simple, but over time
they accumulate into a deep understanding.

For insight to deepen, the mind needs a certain degree of stability. If 
attention is constantly jumping from one object to another, it can be 
difficult to see clearly. This is why many traditions emphasize the
development of concentration—samādhi—alongside mindfulness. As 
the mind settles, it becomes more steady and less reactive. This 
allows us to observe experience with greater precision. However, 
this stability does not need to be perfect. The concentration that 
supports insight does not need to be full absorption. Even
momentary concentration—a mind that settles again and again, 
moment by moment—is enough to see clearly.



In practice, we inevitably encounter difficulty: restlessness,
sleepiness, doubt, strong emotions. These are not obstacles in the 
sense of something to eliminate. They are part of the field of 
experience. When restlessness arises, we notice restlessness. When 
doubt appears, we observe doubt. In this way, everything becomes 
part of the practice. Instead of trying to create a particular state, we 
are learning to include whatever arises.

Although the teachings can be quite detailed, the essence of the 
practice remains simple: be aware of what is happening, notice how 
it changes, observe how the mind relates to it. Again and again, we 
return to this simplicity. And in that returning, something begins to
unfold. The mind becomes clearer. The patterns of suffering become 
more transparent. This is the beginning of freedom in the
here-and-now.

Chapter 5: Letting Go

As insight deepens through mindfulness and careful observation,
something quite natural begins to happen. The mind starts to let go. 
This letting go is not something we force. It is not an act of 
willpower. Rather, it is the spontaneous result of seeing clearly.

In the early stages of practice, letting go can sound like a kind of loss. 
We might imagine that if we stop clinging, we will lose what we care 
about, or become distant from life. But as practice matures, we 
discover something very different. What we are letting go of is not 
experience itself. We are letting go of the grasping. The pleasant still 
arises. The unpleasant still arises. Life continues. But the compulsion 
to hold, to resist, to control—this begins to soften. And in that
softening, there is a sense of relief.

This shift happens because the mind begins to recognize, through 
direct experience, that clinging does not bring the happiness it 
promises. We may hold onto a pleasant moment, trying to extend
it—but it changes. We may resist an unpleasant experience—but the



resistance adds another layer of tension. Again and again, we see: 
grasping leads to stress, resisting leads to stress. This is not a
philosophical conclusion. It becomes obvious in practice.

The Buddha spoke of a happiness that is quite different from the 
pleasures we usually seek. It is not based on acquiring something. It 
is not dependent on conditions being a certain way. It comes from
letting go. At first, this kind of happiness may seem subtle. It does
not have the intensity or excitement of sensory pleasure. But it has a 
different quality—one of ease, of contentment, of not needing
anything to be different. It is a quiet happiness, but a very stable one.

One of the common misunderstandings about letting go is the fear 
that something essential will be lost. But when we look closely, we
see that what is lost is only the tension around experience. If we are 
enjoying a beautiful moment—a sunset, a conversation, a piece of 
music—letting go does not take away the experience. In fact, it 
allows us to be more fully present. Without grasping, there is no
distraction. Without trying to hold, there is no tension. There is
simply the direct experience. In this way, letting go actually deepens 
our intimacy with life.

The key shift here is in our relationship to experience. Previously, we 
related through wanting, resisting, identifying. As wisdom develops, 
this relationship changes. There is more allowing, more openness, 
more space. Experience continues to arise and pass, but the mind is 
less entangled in it. This is what we might call freedom in
relationship to experience.

One of the most noticeable aspects of letting go is the reduction of 
struggle. When something unpleasant arises, there may still be
discomfort. But without resistance, there is no added layer of "this 
shouldn't be happening." When something pleasant arises, there is 
enjoyment. But without grasping, there is no anxiety about losing it.
This does not mean that wise navigation disappears. We still 
naturally move toward what is helpful and away from what is



harmful. But the emotional charge is different. There is less urgency. 
Less contraction.

When the mind is caught in craving, it is often not fully present. If we 
are always reaching for the next moment, we miss the one that is 
here. If we are trying to hold onto what is passing, we are not open 
to what is arriving. As letting go develops, we become more available 
to life as it unfolds. There is greater sensitivity to beauty, connection, 
subtlety—not because we are seeking these things, but because we 
are no longer preoccupied with grasping.

Interestingly, as we let go of trying to hold onto experience, it can 
begin to feel more precious. We recognize that each moment is
fleeting, that nothing can be kept. And rather than leading to
sadness, this recognition can open a sense of appreciation. A simple 
moment—a breath, a sound, a glance—can feel complete in itself.
This appreciation is not based on the object, but on the relationship. 
When we are not trying to get something from experience, we can 
receive it more fully.

The Buddha described the peace of letting go as the highest
happiness—not because it is dramatic, but because it is free from 
struggle. It is the peace of a mind that is no longer at war with 
experience. This peace may first appear in brief moments—small 
gaps where the usual patterns are absent. Over time, these moments 
can deepen and stabilize.

It is important to remember that letting go cannot be forced. If we 
try to let go as a strategy—"I should let go now"—it often becomes 
another form of grasping. Instead, we continue to cultivate 
mindfulness and understanding. We observe. We learn. We see
clearly. And from that seeing, letting go happens naturally.



Chapter 6: Freedom from Self-Contraction

As the practice of insight deepens, one of the most profound shifts 
begins to take place around our sense of self. At first, this may not be 
obvious. We begin by noticing thoughts, sensations, and emotions,
and seeing how they arise and pass. But gradually, a deeper question 
emerges: who is it that all of this is happening to?

In ordinary experience, there is a strong and persistent sense of "I." 
"I am thinking." "I am feeling." "This is happening to me." This sense 
of self feels natural and unquestioned. And yet, when we begin to 
look more closely, we find something interesting. The sense of self is 
not always present in the same way. Sometimes it is very
strong—especially in moments of conflict, fear, or desire. At other 
times, it recedes into the background. This suggests that the self is 
not a fixed entity, but something that appears and disappears.

As mindfulness becomes more refined, we begin to see that what we 
call "self" is actually constructed out of different elements. There are 
bodily sensations. There are feelings—pleasant, unpleasant, neutral. 
There are perceptions and interpretations. There are thoughts and 
mental images. There are intentions and reactions. In the Buddha's
teaching, these are described as the five aggregates (khandhas). Each 
of these is changing. Each arises due to conditions. And yet, through 
habit, they are woven together into a sense of "I" or "mine."

The sense of self is sustained through identification. We identify with 
our roles, our history, our beliefs, our emotional patterns. We build a 
narrative: "This is who I am." And then we live inside that narrative.
This identification is not inherently wrong. It helps us function in the 
world. But when it is taken to be absolute, it becomes a source of
suffering. We defend the self. We compare it. We try to improve or 
protect it. And all of this creates tension.

One helpful way to understand this is to see the sense of self as a
kind of contraction. When there is strong identification, the field of



experience narrows. Everything is organized around a center. "This is 
happening to me." "I don't like this." "I need this to be different."
There is a tightening in the body and mind. We can often feel this 
contraction directly—in the chest, in the belly, in the face. It is not 
just an idea. It is an embodied experience.

Insight practice allows us to begin seeing through this construction. 
We observe a thought arise. We notice an emotion move through 
the body. We see a reaction form and dissolve. And gradually, we
begin to recognize: this is not fixed, this is not solid, this is not
owned. The Anattalakkhaṇa Sutta expresses this very directly: what 
is impermanent and subject to change cannot be taken as self. Again, 
this is not a belief we adopt. It is something we begin to see.

For many practitioners, there can be some fear around this insight. If 
there is no solid self, what remains? Will I disappear? Will I lose my
ability to function? These concerns are natural. But as the practice
deepens, we begin to see that what is falling away is not our capacity 
to live, but the tension of holding onto an identity. We still think,
feel, act, and relate. But there is less rigidity around it. Less need to 
defend or define.

An important understanding is that the absence of a fixed self does
not mean the absence of functioning. The body continues to breathe. 
The mind continues to think. We continue to respond to situations.
But this happens more fluidly. Instead of acting from a fixed identity, 
responses arise more directly from conditions. There is less "I am
doing this," and more simply "this is happening." This can bring a 
sense of ease and naturalness. Sensations are just sensations.
Thoughts are just thoughts. There is a shift from being inside a small, 
defined self to being part of a larger unfolding.

One of the most surprising aspects of this insight is the sense of relief 
it can bring. So much of our energy goes into maintaining a sense of
self: protecting it, improving it, defending it. When this burden 
begins to lighten, there is a natural ease. We do not have to hold



ourselves together in the same way. We do not have to take
everything so personally. This does not mean we become indifferent. 
In fact, it often allows for greater sensitivity and responsiveness.

The insight into not-self unfolds over time, little by little. There may 
be moments of clear seeing, followed by periods where identification 
returns. This is natural. The practice is to continue observing what is 
arising, how identification forms, and what happens when it is seen. 
Again and again, we come back to direct experience.

And yet, there is also a threshold. In the Buddha's teaching, there is a 
moment of entering the Dhamma stream—a shift where the deep 
belief in a solid, separate self falls away. Identification may still arise 
as a conditioned habit, but it is quickly seen as fabrication. It no 
longer takes hold the same way.

So the gradual and the threshold are not opposites. The gradual 
prepares the ground. The threshold changes everything. And after 
that, the gradual continues—but from a different place.

As we continue on this path, the movement is toward less
contraction, less identification, less holding. What remains is not a
void, but a more open, responsive way of being. There is still a sense 
of personhood, but it is lighter. More flexible. This is the fruit of
seeing through the illusion of a fixed self. And it is one of the 
profound gifts of the wisdom wing of the path.

Chapter 7: The Task of Love

As insight deepens, there comes a point where seeing clearly is no 
longer the only emphasis. The mind may understand impermanence, 
unsatisfactoriness, and not-self with increasing clarity, and yet the
heart may still feel contracted in certain areas of life. Old patterns of 
fear, self-protection, irritation, or withdrawal can remain remarkably 
persistent. Not because they are misunderstood, but because they 
are not only cognitive. They are embodied, emotional, and relational.



At this point, another dimension of the path becomes indispensable: 
the cultivation of the heart. In the Buddha's teaching, this is
expressed through the brahmavihāras—loving-kindness (mettā), 
compassion (karuṇā), appreciative joy (muditā), and equanimity
(upekkhā). These are not optional refinements of practice. They are a 
systematic training of the heart toward freedom.

In the context of the path, love is not primarily emotion, and it is
certainly not preference or attachment. It is better understood as a 
quality of non-exclusive friendliness toward experience. A helpful
expression is: unconditional, boundless friendliness. This friendliness 
does not depend on conditions being agreeable. It is a training in 
openness.

Most of what we ordinarily call love is conditional. We love what 
aligns with our preferences. We withdraw from what is painful or
threatening. This is the untrained heart. The brahmavihāras point to 
a different possibility.

Love frees us through softening. When the heart is cultivated in 
kindness and compassion, there is less resistance to what is difficult 
and less grasping at what is pleasant. The boundaries we
create—between self and other, between what we like and what we 
do not like—begin to soften. Rather than seeing through experience, 
love allows it.

Mettā: Unconditional Friendliness

The word mettā shares its root with the Sanskrit word mitra,
meaning friend. Mettā is friendliness—a steady, kind regard for 
ourselves and others. It does not need to be grand or flashy. At its 
core, mettā is goodwill.

It is essential to recognize that mettā is not primarily a feeling. It is a 
direction of the heart. A sincere wish. A sincere intention. Even when



it feels dry or mechanical, the intention itself is powerful. Just like in 
a friendship, sometimes other emotions are in the foreground—yet 
mettā can still be there as a background intention of goodwill.

The traditional cultivation begins with the simple intention: "May I 
be happy, may I be safe, may I be healthy, may I live with ease." Over 
time, we extend this intention to others. The Buddha spoke of eleven 
benefits of this practice (AN 11.16—see Appendix C), but the essence 
is simple: we are training the heart to incline toward goodwill.

Like seeds in soil, these intentions accumulate over time. Much of 
what happens is invisible. We do not command growth. We create 
conditions for growth. This is the garden metaphor: we plant the 
seeds of mettā with patience, water them with repeated intention, 
and trust that something will grow in its own time. You cannot force 
a plant to grow, but you cannot neglect it either. You provide the
right conditions—water, sunlight, patience—and trust.

When we begin mettā practice, we start where it is easy. We bring to 
mind someone we love easily. From there, we gradually extend to a 
neutral person, then to a difficult person, and finally to all beings
without distinction. This progression gently expands the heart
without forcing it. Like building a fire, we begin with twigs before 
placing wet logs.

We often place conditions on loving ourselves: "I'll love myself when 
I'm perfect." This only reinforces perfectionism and unworthiness.
When we treat ourselves with unconditional care, we naturally begin 
to extend that same care to others.

The Buddha spoke of loving-kindness as having the potential to 
become boundless—extending in all directions, including all beings 
(Sn 1.8). When we touch this boundlessness, even briefly, it brings a 
profound sense of freedom. A momentary transcendence of
self-contraction.



An often overlooked dimension of this practice is how we relate to 
the practice itself. If we approach mettā with pressure or
self-judgment, the heart is already tightened in the act of trying to 
open it. We are not forcing the heart open. We are inviting it.

For many people, the heart is not simply untrained—it is protected. 
Life experience has required contraction to survive. So when mettā 
touches these places, we may feel resistance or numbness. This is
not an obstacle. It is part of what practice is meeting. The instruction 
is not to override these protections, but to include them with 
kindness.

Karuṇā: The Heart That Trembles

Where mettā is the wish for wellbeing, karuṇā arises specifically in 
response to suffering. It is the heart that trembles in the presence of 
pain. Yet karuṇā is more than empathy. It is also the desire to 
alleviate suffering. Sometimes, however, there is nothing we can do.
In these moments, compassion takes the form of emotional
courage—a willingness to stay present with pain without turning 
away.

When we open to suffering with compassion, a deep sense of
interconnection unfolds. This is not just my pain. It is part of human 
existence. This is the essence of the First Noble Truth: there is
dukkha. It is not a personal failure.

We see this in the story of Kisā Gotamī, whose child died. The 
Buddha told her to bring back a mustard seed from a house
untouched by death. After visiting many homes, she realized—no
such house existed. We are all vulnerable to loss. Compassion helps 
us hold this truth with tenderness.

Sometimes we hesitate to open to compassion because it seems
overwhelming. But the paradox is that compassion is not a suffering



state. It opens us to pain, yes—but compassion itself has sweetness. 
It nourishes the heart like soft rain feeding the earth. We can learn to 
rest in compassion itself as a here-and-now refuge in relationship to 
suffering.

When compassion is balanced with wisdom—seeing that pain arises 
from conditions and is not personal—it does not burn out. This is 
where the two wings meet.

Muditā: The Joy of Connection

Muditā is the capacity to take delight in the joy and wellbeing of 
others. For many of us, it arises most easily with children or 
animals—their delight is infectious. Yet muditā also expresses itself 
in quieter forms: a subtle smile when a friend shares good news.

It is often said that muditā is the most difficult of the brahmavihāras 
to cultivate. This is because it brings us face-to-face with the deep
conditioning of scarcity—the belief that there is only so much joy to 
go around. We may see another's success and feel an inner
contraction: What about me?

But the Dhamma invites us to see joy as a quality that is not depleted 
by sharing. It grows through generous celebration. The paradox of
muditā is this: when we sincerely delight in the joy of others, we may 
also feel joyful.

Traditionally, we practice muditā toward others. Yet there is also an 
internal version—gratitude. Gratitude lifts the heart in response to
our own blessings, not by grasping, but by opening. It trains the heart 
to see not just difficulty, but also beauty.

When wisdom sees that joy, like all things, is impermanent and not 
owned, muditā becomes lighter. We are not holding onto joy. We 
are celebrating its presence, wherever it appears.



Upekkhā: The Balance of the Heart

Upekkhā is equanimity—the capacity to remain balanced in the face 
of change. This is the fourth brahmavihāra, and in many ways it is 
the most intimately connected with wisdom. If compassion says, "I
care," equanimity says, "I accept." Where compassion moves toward 
suffering, equanimity creates a stable space in which compassion can 
operate without burning out.

Equanimity is not indifference. Indifference is tuned out. Equanimity 
is tuned in, just without the usual reactivity.

The Buddha offered several images: a solid rock, unmoved by winds 
(Dhammapada v. 81); a deep lake, clear and undisturbed
(Dhammapada v. 82); space, where pleasant and unpleasant 
experiences arise and pass without conflict (MN 62). These images 
are invitations to feel equanimity as an embodied quality.

In the traditional brahmavihāra training, equanimity is practiced last.
But for many practitioners, it can be helpful to bring equanimity in 
much earlier. A simple phrase can establish the tone: "It is like this. 
This is how it is right now."

When wisdom sees that all things arise from conditions and are not 
personal, equanimity becomes natural. And when equanimity holds 
the heart, love does not grasp. Compassion does not collapse. Joy 
does not compare.

Forgiveness: A Support to the Brahmavihāras

As the heart stretches, we come to natural barriers: resentment,
regret, blame. Forgiveness is not one of the four brahmavihāras, but 
it is a helpful support. It is a practice of release—a willingness to put 
down the burdens we carry.



Forgiveness is not about denying harm or pretending things did not 
matter. It is not about dropping healthy boundaries. It means we
stop poisoning ourselves with resentment. We acknowledge what 
happened, and we take care of our own hearts.

There is a time and place for healthy remorse. In the Pāli texts, hiri 
(moral shame) and ottappa (moral fear) are called the guardians of 
the world (AN 2.9). They help us stay accountable without sinking 
into self-hatred. But when resentment persists, it keeps the heart 
bound. Forgiveness offers a way out.

We can practice forgiveness in three directions. Toward those we 
have harmed: "I ask your forgiveness." Toward those who have
harmed us: "I offer you forgiveness." Toward ourselves: "I forgive 
myself." We do not force anything. We simply establish the
intention. The full phrases are in Appendix B.

Forgiveness practice can stir difficulty. When it does, we call on the
brahmavihāras. Upekkhā helps us say, "This happened. It is like this." 
Karuṇā helps us turn toward our past selves with understanding.

The Brahmavihāras Clarify the Heart

The brahmavihāras work on how greed, hatred, and delusion show 
up in the relational domaine. The greed that grasps at connection, 
wanting others to be a certain way. The hatred that pushes away,
that cannot include certain people or parts of ourselves. The 
delusion that misperceives who we are in relation to others.

Sometimes in meditation, the forces of greed, hatred and delusion 
can be quieted. But in relationship—or when we practice with
categories of beings—they show themselves. This is not a problem. It 
is the practice meeting its edge. We set the intention to stretch, just 
a little, and the heart gradually clarifies.



The brahmavihāras are taught in two main ways. One is to develop 
concentration. When we steady the mind on loving-kindness,
compassion, appreciative joy or equanimity, the heart becomes
calm, bright, and unified. This opens to ceto-vimutti—liberation of 
the heart. It is a genuine freedom, a taste of what is possible. The 
mind rests, free from ill-will and grasping, for a time.

The other way is to clarify the heart in relationship. Here we practice 
with phrases and categories, meeting our edges. We notice where 
the heart contracts, where it cannot include. We set the intention to 
stretch, just a little. This works directly on the relational versions of 
greed, hatred, and delusion—not by seeing through them, but by
gently expanding what the heart can hold.

Both ways are valuable. Concentration gives us a clear, peaceful
mind—a taste of freedom. Relationship practice clarifies the heart at 
its deepest seams. And when they work together with wisdom, it 
strengthens inner freedom .

This temporary freedom is like a lawn that has just been mowed: 
clean, open, peaceful. But soon the thistles grow back. Their roots 
are deep. For freedom to become unshakeable, we need
wisdom—paññā-vimutti, liberation through seeing clearly. Wisdom 
uproots the thistles. The brahmavihāras supports ceto-vimutti, a 
clear lawn, a reference point. Insight does the deeper work. And
when they work together, the freedom deepens.

The Four as One Field

Although we speak of the four brahmavihāras separately, in practice 
they are deeply interconnected. Mettā is the foundation. Karuṇā is 
mettā responding to suffering. Muditā is mettā responding to joy.
Upekkhā is the stability that allows all three to remain steady.



Together, they form a complete field of the heart. Until awakening is 
complete, the heart is still shaped by greed, aversion, and delusion. 
So the brahmavihāras are practices that gradually loosen these 
forces. They bring us to our edges—the places we cannot include, 
the people we cannot love, the feelings we cannot hold. These edges 
are not failures. They are the practice.

And as wisdom sees through the illusion of a separate self, these 
edges naturally soften. The heart opens because there is less to 
defend.

Chapter 8: Trauma, Self-Judgment, and 
Kindness

As this practice unfolds, it becomes increasingly difficult to maintain 
the idea that we are simply working with "attention" or "states of 
mind." What we meet, especially in the territory of mettā, is the full 
history of how a human being has learned to survive being human.
Insight practice shows the structure of experience. Love practice 
reveals some of the challenges that shaped the structure.

From a trauma-informed perspective, what we often call resistance is 
not opposition to practice. It is protection that has become habitual.
At some point in life, the system learned: "this is too much," "this is 
not safe," "this must be controlled or avoided." So the body and
mind developed strategies: contraction, dissociation, hypervigilance, 
emotional suppression, self-criticism as regulation.

These are not failures of development. They are adaptive strategies 
responding to conditions. When we bring mettā into this system, we 
are not simply introducing a new emotional tone. We are entering 
into a long-standing protective structure that has been doing its job 
for a long time.



One of the most important shifts in practice at this stage is the
recognition that openness cannot be commanded. If we attempt to 
force kindness onto a system that is still organized around
protection, we often generate more contraction, more shame, more 
internal conflict. This is especially true where trauma is present. So 
the instruction becomes subtle but essential: we do not open the
heart by force. We invite the heart through safety. This is where 
mettā reveals its most radical quality—not as positivity, but as
non-coercion.

At some point, we discover something surprisingly intimate: the way 
we practice mettā needs mettā. We notice striving to "do it right," 
subtle self-judgment when nothing is felt, impatience with difficulty, 
disappointment when resistance arises. And then we see something 
crucial: the same contraction we are trying to soften is present in the 
way we relate to the practice itself.

So we turn the light of kindness back toward the practitioner. Not as 
an idea, but as an actual shift in relationship: "this is what is
happening right now, this too can be included, even this pressure can 
be held kindly." This is where practice deepens. Love is no longer
something we generate toward objects alone—it becomes the 
atmosphere in which practice itself unfolds.

In both clinical and contemplative contexts, self-judgment is one of 
the most pervasive forms of suffering. It often presents as: "I should 
be further along," "I am doing this wrong," "others can do this, why 
can't I?," "something is wrong with me."

From the perspective of dependent origination, self-judgment is not 
an abstract thought pattern. It is a conditioned response linked to
feeling tone, often rooted in aversion and fear. When unpleasant 
experience arises, the system attempts to restore control through 
evaluation. But this evaluation itself becomes another layer of
suffering.



Mettā interrupts this cycle not by correcting the content, but by 
changing the relationship to the process: not fixing the self, but 
including the self-referencing mind in kindness.

In trauma, there is often a threshold of tolerability. Beyond this
threshold, awareness fragments, attention narrows or collapses, the 
body enters survival patterns. This is not a lack of mindfulness. It is 
mindfulness being overwhelmed by intensity.

So in this territory, the practice is not to increase intensity of
attention, but to refine titration—how much experience can be met 
at once. Kindness becomes the regulating factor. It says, implicitly: 
"we are not going beyond what can be held, we are not abandoning 
what is here, we are not forcing connection."

For many people, especially those with trauma histories, safety is not 
discovered through ideas, but through relational experience over 
time. Mettā practice slowly introduces a new internal experience: 
experience can arise without punishment, emotion can be felt
without dissociation, difficulty can be met without rejection. This is 
profoundly reconditioning. Not because we are telling the system it 
is safe, but because it begins to experience safety while awareness is 
present.

Earlier in insight practice, we explored how clinging to self is the
deepest form of contraction. Here, we begin to see something more 
intimate: the sense of self is not only maintained through belief—it is 
maintained through affective strategies: self-criticism as control,
perfectionism as safety, withdrawal as protection, achievement as 
stabilization.

When mettā enters this system, it does not argue with these 
strategies. It gently offers an alternative basis of regulation: care.
And over time, something begins to reorganize. Not because the self 
disappears, but because it is no longer held together in quite the 
same way.



Perhaps the most important shift in this stage is not insight or
emotion, but trust. Not trust in outcomes. But trust in relationship 
with experience. The emerging sense that what arises can be met, 
what is painful can be included, what is fragile does not need to be 
excluded. This trust is not given by belief. It is learned through
repeated experience of not abandoning what is present.

And yet, a word of care. The brahmavihāras are not primarily a tool 
for healing trauma. Healing may happen—and often does—but that 
was not the Buddha's aim. His aim was liberation: the end of clinging, 
the peace beyond all conditioned suffering. Healing is very helpful. It 
is not the same as awakening. We practice for the sake of freedom,
and whatever healing comes is a gift along the way.

Chapter 9: Love in Relationship

At a certain point in practice, something quietly becomes
undeniable: the heart cannot remain defended. What begins as an 
inner cultivation of mettā, karuṇā, and upekkhā inevitably begins to 
shape how we meet others. Not as an ethical add-on, and not as a 
behavioural improvement project, but as a natural consequence of 
reduced contraction.

In other stages of practice, mettā is often experienced 
inwardly—phrases directed toward oneself, visualizations, emotional 
cultivation in solitude. This is necessary. It establishes the inner 
conditions for friendliness to exist without dependency on external
validation. But as insight deepens—especially through the seeing of 
impermanence, unsatisfactoriness, and not-self—the boundary
between "inner practice" and "outer life" begins to thin.

We start to notice tone of voice changing naturally, less impulsive 
reactivity in conflict, more capacity to listen without immediate
self-referencing, less need to control the outcome of interaction. 
Nothing has been added. Something has been released.



Earlier, we explored how clinging to self is the deepest form of 
contraction. In relationship, this clinging often appears as subtle 
demand ("see me in a certain way"), defensiveness ("don't
misinterpret me"), control ("this should go differently"), withdrawal
("I am not safe here"). When these patterns loosen, even slightly, the 
relational field changes. Others often experience more space, less
pressure, greater emotional safety, fewer hidden agendas. This is not 
because we are trying to be different. It is because there is less
tightening around self-construction in the moment of contact.

One of the most subtle transformations arising with deepening 
mettā is the shift from appropriating experience to meeting
experience. When craving is active, relationship becomes a kind of
implicit transaction: "I need this to feel okay," "I want this person to 
confirm something about me," "I need this interaction to resolve a
feeling." But when craving loosens, the other is no longer primarily 
used to stabilize the self. Instead, they are met as they are. This is 
where love begins to take on its deeper meaning in the Dharma: not 
possession, not merging, not strategy—but non-appropriating care.

Paradoxically, when we stop trying to secure relationship for
self-stabilization, intimacy often increases. Because the other person 
is no longer being filtered through evaluation, comparison, need, or 
projection, they become more fully visible. And we become more 
available to what is actually being co-created in the moment. This
kind of intimacy is not intense in the usual emotional sense. It is
quiet. Unforced. Present. It arises when both contraction and control 
have softened enough for contact to be primary.

The teachings consistently point to wisdom not as withdrawal from 
care, but as the ground from which care becomes more accurate, 
less entangled, and more responsive. Wisdom reduces projection,
reactivity, and identification. What remains is not detachment in the 
cold sense, but clarity with responsiveness.



Relational life becomes a continued field of practice: irritation 
appears and is met with awareness rather than escalation,
misunderstanding arises and is met with curiosity rather than 
defensiveness, emotional difficulty appears and is met with
steadiness rather than avoidance. This does not mean reactivity
necessarily disappears. It means reactivity is increasingly seen and 
not fully obeyed. There is a widening gap between impulse and
action. And in that gap, new possibilities emerge.

At a deeper level, our important relationships are no longer separate 
from practice. They become invitations for insight, mirrors of
conditioning, opportunities for compassion, reminders of shared 
vulnerability. This is not instrumentalizing relationships. It is
recognizing that relational life is inseparable from the field of 
practice.

As insight into impermanence and not-self deepens, something
important becomes clearer: there is no stable position from which 
anyone is operating. Bodies age. Emotions shift. Relationships 
change. Control is partial at best. When this is seen clearly,
compassion is not forced. Karuṇā arises as recognition of our shared 
fragility.

Wisdom also helps us see that relationships are not a true refuge. So 
much of our suffering comes from the pressure we put on 
relationships to be something they cannot be. We hold an image in 
our minds of how it should be if it were a real refuge—permanent,
perfectly safe, always reliable. And then we suffer because no 
relationship ever matches that image.

We also want the other person to be a fixed, dependable self. We
want them to live up to our idea of safety. But they are changing, just 
as we are. They have their own conditioning, their own greed,
hatred, and delusion.



When we see this clearly, something relaxes. We stop demanding 
that relationships be a refuge. We stop expecting the other to be 
solid. And in that relaxation, we can actually receive what is
there—not the perfect, permanent care we imagined, but real, 
imperfect, fleeting moments of connection.

We can feel gratitude for those moments. We can offer care without 
clinging. And when the other person acts from their own
conditioning, we meet it with equanimity and compassion, not with 
anger or disappointment. “It is like this”. And it hurts to be caught in 
greed, hatred, and delusion. That understanding softens the heart.

Said simply: when there is less self-contraction, there is more
relational intelligence available. This intelligence is not conceptual. It 
is embodied responsiveness: knowing when to speak and when to
remain silent, sensing when closeness is appropriate and when space 
is needed, feeling when support is possible and when acceptance is 
the only option. This is not a technique. It is what becomes available 
when grasping has loosened.

From the outside, nothing dramatic may appear to change. But 
internally, the basis of relationship has shifted from control to 
contact, from appropriation to presence, from self-reference to
relational awareness. This is the quiet revolution of mettā. Not that 
life becomes ideal. But that life is increasingly met without the
painful contraction around "me and mine."

Chapter 10: Compassionate Action

We have explored how the heart opens through loving-kindness, 
compassion, sympathetic joy, and equanimity. But what about the
world beyond? What about the suffering we see in our communities, 
on the news, in the lives of beings far away?

Some practitioners assume Buddhist practice is only about sitting. 
But the Buddha did not teach withdrawal.



There is a story worth remembering. A monk had become seriously 
ill. He lay in his own filth, neglected by others who thought only of 
their own practice. When the Buddha discovered this, he scolded
them. Then he personally washed the sick monk and tended to him. 
Afterwards, he said: "Whoever would tend to me, let them tend to 
the sick" (Vinaya, Mahāvagga 8.26).

This is not passive compassion. This is engaged, direct care.

Theravada students sometimes wonder: does our tradition 
emphasize compassionate action, or is that more of a Mahayana
emphasis? It is true that Mahayana Buddhism speaks beautifully of 
the bodhisattva vow to free all beings. Yet, Theravada Buddhism also 
speaks of compassionate action. The Buddha himself was not a 
passive observer. He walked across northern India for forty-five
years, teaching, tending the sick, reconciling quarreling monastics, 
and offering his presence to anyone who came to him.

We may think of compassionate action as the path, expressed in our 
engagement with the larger world.

Clarity or Reactivity?

Compassion sometimes arises as a strong energy—a passion to 
alleviate harm, to protect the vulnerable. This energy can feel similar 
to anger in its intensity. But its root is different. Anger pushes away, 
wants to destroy, is fueled by aversion. This energy wants to protect, 
to heal. It is fueled by care.

We can check for ourselves. Is this impulse coming from hatred of 
the situation? Or from a genuine wish for beings to be free? Aversion 
is tight, contracted, blaming. Care is open, steady, inclusive.

The Buddha said that even if bandits were to saw you limb from limb, 
you should not let your mind be overcome by ill-will (MN 21). This



does not mean passivity. It means your response is not driven by 
hatred. You can act firmly, even forcefully, to stop harm. But the 
mind remains free from ill-will.

Between Fixing and Collapsing

There are two common challenges when encountering suffering. One 
is the urge to fix—to control the outcome, erase the pain. This leads 
to burnout. The other is collapsing—turning away, numbing out. This 
leads to disengagement.

Between them is a middle way. We act, but without the need to fix 
everything. We care, but without collapsing. We accept that we
cannot control outcomes. And yet, we still act. Not because we will 
save the world, but because care is its own expression of deepening 
wisdom.

Burnout happens when we act from aversion, or when we forget to 
care for ourselves. The Buddha's simile of the two arrows (SN 36.6) 
applies here. The first arrow is the suffering we see. The second 
arrow is our reaction to it—the tightness, the desperate need to fix. 
That second arrow is optional. When we learn to receive the first 
arrow without adding the second, we can act without burning out. 
And we put on our own oxygen mask first.

Examples

What might this look like? Speaking up when someone is treated 
unfairly. Offering help after a disaster. Tending to an ill family
member. Being present with someone in grief without trying to fix it. 
Standing up to social injustice. None of these require us to save all 
beings. They only require us to respond to the suffering in front of
us, as best we can, with a heart that is open and steady.

We do not need to believe we can end all suffering. Samsara is vast. 
The Buddha did not promise to end all suffering in the world. He



pointed to the end of suffering in our own hearts. And yet, he
washed the sick monk. He taught anyone who came. He walked for 
forty-five years, offering what he could.

We may feel called to do the same. Not from obligation or guilt. Not 
from a desperate need to fix. But from deep ethical commitment
that beings may be free from harm. And from a heart that has seen 
its own suffering and recognized it in others.

Chapter 11: Bringing Love to Insight, Wisdom 
to the Heart

Over time, as practice deepens, mettā and mindfulness grow 
together. The boundaries between them soften. Dipa Ma, one of our 
grandmother teachers, expressed this lived integration when asked 
about the difference between mindfulness and loving-kindness. She 
said: "I can't see the difference. When you are mindful, aren't you 
also kind? And when you are kind, aren't you also mindful?"

This is not to say that the two are identical. They feel different and 
have different functions. Mindfulness can be cool, precise, almost 
clinical. Mettā can be warm, expansive, almost sentimental. But as
practice matures, they begin to interpenetrate. Clear seeing becomes 
kinder. Kindness becomes clearer.

One helpful image is the spring sun. In one moment, the clear light 
illuminates what we are paying attention to. We see the breath, the 
sensations, the thoughts arising and passing. In another moment, the 
same sun warms us. It softens the heart, relaxes the body, creates a 
sense of safety and ease. The light and the warmth are not two
different things. They are two qualities of the same presence.

In practice, we can learn to pendulate between these orientations. 
Sometimes we emphasize the clear, precise awareness of insight. 
Other times we emphasize the kind, softening awareness of mettā.



Both are valid. Both support each other. And over time, the
pendulation becomes less necessary as they naturally come together 
into a single, integrated way of being present.

Bringing Love to Insight

There are times when we think we are being mindful, but what is 
actually present is closer to hypervigilance. The attention is tight, 
watchful, controlling. There is an agenda: to catch the mind
wandering, to observe with perfect precision, to note every
sensation before it slips away. This is not mindfulness. This is striving 
looking like mindfulness.

The Buddha spoke directly to this in the Soṇa Sutta (AN 6.55). Soṇa 
had been practicing with such intensity that he was exhausting 
himself. The Buddha asked him: "When the strings of your lute were 
too taut, did it make a sound?" No, Soṇa replied. "When they were 
too loose, did it make a sound?" No. "But when they were neither 
too taut nor too loose, tuned evenly, did it make a sound?" Yes.

Mindfulness needs this same balance. When attention is too
tight—gripping, striving, controlling—it cannot resonate freely with 
what is here. When attention is too loose—slack, dull, drifting—it
cannot see clearly. But when it is evenly tuned, balanced and alert, it 
can meet experience with both clarity and ease.

The brahmavihāras can help us find this balance. When we notice 
that mindfulness has become tight or vigilant, we can back off. We 
can "resource" our mindfulness by bringing in a kind tone. We can 
soften the body, relax the shoulders, unclench the jaw. We can
silently offer a phrase: "It's okay. You don't have to do this perfectly. 
Just be here."

This aligns with the Buddha's teaching. In the Saṅgīti Sutta (DN 33), 
the Buddha speaks of cittassa lāḷiyatā—the "gladdening of the
mind." He taught that at times the mind needs to be encouraged,



gladdened, brought to ease. The brahmavihāras supports this: 
teachings that gladden the mind, that create the conditions for 
balanced, non-reactive awareness.

Another image used in the Pali Canon is that of a cowherd creating a 
large, safe pasture for the cattle. When the pasture is too small, the 
animals bump up against each other. They become agitated, restless, 
unable to settle. But when the pasture is spacious, they can graze
peacefully, each with enough room. In the same way, when 
mindfulness is too narrow or too tight, the mind bumps up against its 
own reactivity. The brahmavihāras expand the pasture. They create 
space. They allow the mind to rest.

So when something very difficult arises—intense pain, overwhelming 
fear, deep grief—we may find that straight mindfulness is not
enough. The system tips into reactivity. The window of tolerance 
narrows. (This language comes from Somatic Experiencing, but it 
describes what the Buddha pointed to: the mind has thresholds. 
Beyond them, it cannot stay present without support.)

At this point, we can draw on the brahmavihāras. We can meet the 
experience not only with clear seeing but with compassion. We can 
say to the suffering: "This is hard. May I hold this gently." We can
bring mettā to the part that is struggling, karuṇā to the pain, 
upekkhā to the part that wants it to be different.

This is not avoidance. It is the wise use of different tools for different 
conditions. For understanding to deepen, the mind needs to be
balanced. Sometimes it needs the precision of insight. Sometimes it 
needs the warmth of the heart. A skilled practitioner learns to sense 
which is needed in any given moment.

That said, there are also times when straight mindfulness is exactly 
what is needed. When we have enough capacity, when the mind is 
balanced and the heart is steady, we do not need to seek the



comfort of loving awareness. We can meet experience as it is,
directly, without adding anything. The clear seeing itself is enough.

The brahmavihāras become attitudes of mind, not separate 
practices—qualities that infuse awareness without needing to be 
invoked explicitly.

Bringing Wisdom to Love

Just as love can support insight, wisdom can support the cultivation 
of the brahmavihāras. The most direct expression of this is
equanimity.

Equanimity is the wisdom factor within the heart practices. It sees
clearly that things unfold according to conditions. It understands that 
we cannot control outcomes, only our responses. When upekkhā is
present, love does not grasp. Compassion does not collapse. Joy does 
not compare. The heart remains open, but not entangled.

In the traditional brahmavihāra sequence, equanimity is taught last, 
after the other three have been developed. But for many
practitioners, especially those who struggle with striving,
perfectionism, or self-judgment, it can be helpful to bring equanimity 
in much earlier. Establishing a base of equanimity at the beginning of 
practice creates a container of allowing. It says: "It is like this. This is 
how it is right now. I don't need to force anything."

We can establish equanimity through simple phrases: "It is like this. 
This is how it is. Things are as they are." We can also use the nature 
images the Buddha offered: a mountain, steady and unmoved; a
deep lake, still even when the surface is stirred; space, allowing 
everything to arise and pass without resistance.

When we begin mettā practice from a place of equanimity,
something shifts. We are not grasping at loving feelings. We are not



demanding that the heart open on command. We are simply offering 
the intention, from a place of balance. "May I be happy." It is an
offering, not a demand. And if the heart does not feel warm,
equanimity allows that too. "It is like this. This is how it is right now."

Wisdom also supports love by preventing entanglement. When we 
see clearly that all beings are the owners of their own actions
(kamma), we can offer compassion without needing to fix. We can 
offer mettā without expecting anything in return. We can offer
muditā without comparing. Wisdom creates the spaciousness within 
which love can function purely.

And finally, wisdom reminds us that the brahmavihāras are not ends 
in themselves. They are supports for liberation. They gladden the
mind, steady the heart, and create the conditions for deep insight.

But they do not replace the direct seeing of anicca, dukkha, and
anattā. The two wings work together. Neither is complete without 
the other.

A Simple Integrated Practice

Here is a practice that brings the two together. You can use it 
anytime you notice mindfulness becoming tight or reactive.

First, recognize the tightness. Silently name it: "Striving. Vigilance. 
Control." Just recognizing, without judgment.

Second, back off. Take a conscious breath. Soften the body. Relax the 
shoulders. Unclench the jaw. Feel the earth supporting you.

Third, bring in a friendly phrase. Silently offer: "It's okay. You don't 
have to do this perfectly. Just be here." Or use one of the
brahmavihāra intentions: "May I be at ease. May I be kind with this 
experience."



Fourth, sense whether mindfulness is more resourced. Is there more 
space? If yes, return to mindfulness practice with a softer, more
allowing attention. If no, stay with the friendly phrase a little longer.

For a practice that brings compassion and equanimity together more 
explicitly, try this: Sit in a posture that embodies
equanimity—upright and balanced. Place a hand gently over the
heart, symbolizing care. Repeat quietly: "This is how it is right now… 
and I care about it." This brings wisdom and love into the same 
experience. Then use the breath: breathing in, opening, accepting, 
allowing; breathing out, comforting, caring.

Chapter 12: Wisdom and Love in Dynamic 
Balance

As understanding deepens, wisdom and love are experienced as
different flavors of the same truth. Different expressions of a same
understanding. We can speak about them as distinct trainings, but in 
lived experience they continually inform and reshape each other.

Wisdom without love can become dry, overly selective, even subtly 
disconnected. Love without wisdom can become entangled,
preferential, or overwhelmed. Together, they stabilize and refine one 
another.

Over time, something subtle may begin to happen: insight itself 
becomes kinder. Not because it becomes less precise, but because it 
becomes less defended. We begin to see clearly without the habitual 
need to reject what is seen. At the same time, love becomes less
entangled, less preferential, less dependent on conditions being 
arranged a certain way. It becomes more spacious, more
equanimous, more informed by understanding. In this way, each 
wing corrects the distortions of the other.



There is a teaching expression sometimes used in contemporary 
Dharma circles that points to a lived paradox: wisdom reveals that
there is no fixed, separate self that can be found. Love reveals that 
there is no one excluded from care. Wisdom dissolves identification. 
Love dissolves separation. Between these two movements,
something opens that cannot be easily described as either identity 
nor absence. It is a kind of fluid participation in experience.

Sometimes students wonder: if wisdom sees that self is empty, then 
who are we sending metta to?

From the ultimate perspective, it is true, there is no solid, separate 
being. There are just conditioned phenomena arising and passing. 
This is a great relief. The weight of "me" and "mine" begins to lift.

And yet, from the relative perspective, there is a subjective 
experience of a self. That self feels pain, fears loss, longs for safety. It 
is greatly supported by metta. Wisdom does not ask us to deny this. 
It asks us to see clearly.

So we hold both. We rest in the emptiness of self, and we offer care 
to the being who is suffering. This is not a contradiction. It is the 
heart's way of working on two levels at once. The heart sees
interconnection. The heart responds with compassion. We do not 
bypass the relative. We meet it with wisdom and with love.

One may assume that seeing emptiness of self leads to detachment 
in the sense of emotional withdrawal. But in the teachings, 
emptiness is not a negation of experience. It is the absence of
inherent ownership within experience.

What often surprises practitioners is that the heart does not become 
cold or distant. It becomes more tender. When nothing needs to be 
defended as "me" or "mine," experience can be met more directly.
Direct contact, without contraction, is naturally sensitive. This is the 
peace of non-ownership.



Over time, wisdom and love begin to refine each other continuously. 
Wisdom deepens love by reducing fear-based contraction, exposing 
the fragility of all positions, and softening attachment to identity.
Love deepens wisdom by preventing dissociation into abstract
clarity, keeping experience emotionally integrated, and allowing
difficult states to remain in awareness without rejection. Together,
they create a field in which experience can arise fully and pass freely.



Appendix A: Practice Phrases for the
Brahmavihāras

These phrases are tools for planting the heart's intentions. Use them 
as they are, or adapt them to your own language. What matters is 
the sincerity behind them.

Mettā (Loving-Kindness)

• May I / you / all beings be happy.
• May I / you / all beings be safe.
• May I / you / all beings be healthy and strong.
• May I / you / all beings live with ease.
Karuṇā (Compassion)

• May I / you / all beings be free from suffering and pain.
• I care about my / your pain.
• May I / you / all beings be held in compassion.
• May my / your pain and sorrow be eased.
• May my / your struggles be held in tenderness.
• May my heart touch the sorrows of the world.
Muditā (Appreciative Joy)

• May your happiness and good fortune continue.
• How wonderful you are in your being.
• I delight that you are here.
• How wonderful just being.
• Delighting in being here.
• May happiness and joy continue.
Upekkhā (Equanimity)

• It is like this. This is how it is right now.
• Things are as they are.
• May I / you warmly hold what is true.
• May I / you accept this moment just as it is.



• May I / you be steady with this experience.
• May I / you find peace with the ups and downs of life.
• This is how it is.
Compassion and Equanimity Together

• This is how it is right now… and I care about it.

Appendix B: Forgiveness Practice

A traditional three-part forgiveness practice. Do not force anything.
Allow the practice to unfold gradually. Begin by establishing 
compassion and equanimity as a refuge.

1. Asking forgiveness from someone you may have harmed:

"For all the ways I knowingly or unknowingly have caused you harm, I 
ask your forgiveness—as best you can."
2. Offering forgiveness to someone who has harmed you:

"For all the ways you knowingly or unknowingly have caused me 
harm, I offer you forgiveness—as best I can."
3. Forgiving yourself:

"For all the ways I knowingly or unknowingly have caused harm to 
myself, I offer myself forgiveness—as best I can."
Simply saying the phrases, without forcing any particular feeling, 
begins to shift the heart. The intention itself is already a form of 
release.

Appendix C: The Eleven Benefits of Mettā 
(AN 11.16)

The Buddha spoke of these eleven benefits for one who cultivates 
loving-kindness:



1 Sleeping peacefully
2 Waking with ease
3 Having no bad dreams
4 Being loved by human beings
5 Being loved by non-human beings
6 Being protected by deities
7 Protection from fire, poison, and weapons
8 A radiant face
9 A serene mind
10 A peaceful death
11 If no further liberation is reached, rebirth in the Brahma realms

These benefits are not the goal of practice, but they remind us that 
the heart's training brings wellbeing even on the journey.


