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Introduction

The Basic Passages

In Pali, the language of the Buddhist scriptures, these four are known

I. Here, monks, a disciple dwells pervading one direction with his

under the name of Brahma-vihara. This term may be rendered by:

heart filled with loving-kindness, likewise the second, the third, and

excellent, lofty or sublime states of mind; or alternatively, by:

the fourth direction; so above, below and around; he dwells

Brahma-like, god-like or divine abodes. Four sublime states of mind

pervading the entire world everywhere and equally with his heart

have been taught by the Buddha:

filled with loving-kindness, abundant, grown great, measureless, free

 Love or Loving-kindness (metta)

from enmity and free from distress.

 Compassion (karuna)

II. Here, monks, a disciple dwells pervading one direction with his

 Sympathetic Joy (mudita)

heart filled with compassion, likewise the second, the third and the

 Equanimity (upekkha)

fourth direction; so above, below and around; he dwells pervading

They are said to be excellent or sublime because they are the right or

the entire world everywhere and equally with his heart filled with

ideal way of conduct towards living beings (sattesu samma patipatti).

compassion, abundant, grown great, measureless, free from enmity

They provide, in fact, the answer to all situations arising from social

and free from distress.

contact. They are the great removers of tension, the great peace-‐

III. Here, monks, a disciple dwells pervading one direction with his

makers in social conflict, and the great healers of wounds suffered in

heart filled with sympathetic joy, likewise the second, the third and

the struggle of existence. They level social barriers, build harmonious

the fourth direction; so above, below and around; he dwells

communities, awaken slumbering magnanimity long forgotten, revive

pervading the entire world everywhere and equally with his heart

joy and hope long abandoned, and promote human brotherhood

filled with sympathetic joy, abundant, grown great, measureless, free

against the forces of egotism..

from enmity and free from distress.

Source: https://www.accesstoinsight.org/lib/authors/nyanaponika/w‐
heel006.html

IV. Here, monks, a disciple dwells pervading one direction with his
heart filled with equanimity, likewise the second, the third and the
fourth direction; so above, below and around; he dwells pervading
the entire world everywhere and equally with his heart filled with
equanimity, abundant, grown great, measureless, free from enmity
and free from distress.
— Digha Nikaya 13
The Four Sublime States
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Mettā (Skt. maitri)—(Loving Kindness)

Upekkhā (Equanimity)

Mettā (Skt. maitri)—loving kindness, benevolence, goodwill—is

Upekkhā literally means to view impartially, that is, with neither

defined as that which softens one’s heart. It is not carnal love or

attachment nor aversion. It is not hedonic indifference but perfect

personal affection. The direct enemy of mettā is hatred, ill will or

equanimity or well-balanced mind. It is the balanced state of mind

aversion (kodha), its indirect enemy is personal affection (pema).

amidst all vicissitudes of life, such as praise and blame, pain and

Mettā embraces all beings without exception. The culmination of

happiness, gain and loss, repute and disrepute. Its direct enemy is

mettā is the identification of oneself with all beings (sabbattatā) . It is

attachment (tāga) and its indirect enemy is callousness. Upekkhā

the wish for the good and happiness of all. Benevolent attitude is its

discards clinging and aversion. Impartial attitude is its chief charac‐

chief characteristic. It discards ill will.

teristic. Here upekkhā does not mean mere neutral feeling, but
implies a sterling virtue. Equanimity, mental equilibrium are its
closest equivalents. Upekkhā embraces the good and the bad, the

Karuņā (Compassion)
Karuņā (compassion) is defined as that which makes the hearts of

loved and the unloved, the pleasant and the unpleasant.

the good quiver when others are subject to suffering, or that which
dissipates the sufferings of others. Its chief characteristic is the wish
to remove the sufferings of others. Its direct enemy is wickedness
(hiṃsā) and its indirect enemy is passionate grief (domanassa).
Compassion embraces sorrow-stricken beings and it eliminates
cruelty.
Muditā (Sympathetic)
Muditā is not mere sympathy but sympathetic or appreciative joy. Its
direct enemy is jealousy (issā) and its indirect enemy is exhilaration
(pahāsa). Its chief characteristic is happy acquiescence in others’
prosperity and success (anumodanā). Muditā embraces all
prosperous beings. It eliminates dislike (arati) and is the congratul‐
atory attitude of a person.
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