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Metta, Vipassana, and Samatha
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A Dharma Talk Given by Ajahn Pasanno in the Buddha Hall at the Sudhana Center on April 11, 2016
Chinese Translated by Janet Lee
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In 1974, Ajahn Pasanno took ordination in Thailand, where he trained under Ajahbn Chah. He spent twenty-four years in Thailand
before moving to California on New Years Eve of 1997 to become Co-Abbot of Abhayagiri Monastery. Ajahn Pasanno is the senior-
most Western disciple of Ajahn Chab in the United States, and in the world after Ajahn Sumedho and Ajahn Khemadhammo. A
monk for over forty years, he is now the retired Abbot of Abhayagiri, where he trains monks in the Thai Forest Tradition. His relation-
ship with Dharma Realm Buddbist Association continues a friendship that started between the Venerable Master Hsiian Hua and
Ajabn Sumedho. Ajabn Pasanno has acted as one of the certifying masters in many ordinations in the DRBA tradition.
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Today I was asked to speak on the inter-relationship of SR E BB LV (EifE2E
mettd or loving-kindness and samatha and vipassana. Samarha B ~ ZBEEMAINEIHE G R -
is calming meditation or tranquility, and vipassana is insight or ~ ZFEEA ( Samatha ) & (F 18 Y S5 >
insight knowledge. It sounds very theoretical, but it is a really  TfiPY#ER ( Vipassan:i) R A T 5
important aspect of consideration as we engage in our practice,  DEZL 7 5 - EEEFEARIEE M - (H
our development of the heart. The purpose of the Buddhist  ZEIRMIEENMETT - BASSL0a%ET > 22
teachings is to lay a foundation for freedom from suffering, SLEEIEHEEHIYEBR - FHEEFEN
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freedom from dukkha. 1 think it is important to recognize that
the tools that he gave us in practice have that goal in mind.

Sometimes people get into camps, so the loving-kindness
camp is opposed to the insight camp and they have arguments
and cast aspersions at each other, trying to figure out who is better.
Of course, that is all about increasing dukkha, increasing suffering.
I can remember when I first went to Thailand. Going to different
meditation monasteries or to different teachers, people would ask,

“Do you teach vipassana or do you teach samatha?” As if they were
separate.

Certainly my own teacher, Ajahn Chah, taught that the
separation is only a separation in name. What is important is that
one is cultivating the development of wholesome qualities within
the heart, and as those wholesome qualities increase and stabilize,
they bring a fruition of clarity and release from suffering, from
dukkha. So recognizing that whatever you call it—and they have
different nuances in terms of the effect and the result—it always
has to be put in the context of freeing the heart from suffering,
from dukkba.

It is important to recognize that the Buddha’s endeavor is
a practical one as opposed to a philosophical or metaphysical
endeavor. The Buddha’s teaching is a practical one. Human beings
prefer to be happy rather than to be miserable. It is a very simple
underlying quality in terms of the human condition.

Say the word, dukkha: in the scriptural language, in the
ancient Indian language, the word su means good or something
that is good, wholesome, or pleasant, and duh is something
that is not pleasant, not good. In ancient India—because these
words are actually pre-Buddha and Northern India was a horse
culture—~#ha was where the axle of a chariot wheel goes into the
hub of the wheel and rotates on that. Sukha is when it fits and it
is smooth and it is comfortable. Dukkha is when it does not fit, it
does not work, it is uncomfortable, it is unpleasant and fraught
with difficulty. So, it has been translated in many ways: suffering,
unsatisfactoriness, stress. It covers that whole range.

Recognizing that the purpose of the Buddha’s teachings is
to understand dukkha and to be free from dukkha, when it is
translated as suffering, the teaching is not that the Buddha [takes]
sour grapes, miserable ascetic, life-is-suffering, doctrinal position.
You have to pay attention to this because there is this dukkha. You
have to understand it. You have to learn about it. You have to

really see it clearly. And so that it is not strange that the Buddha
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uses dukkha as a foundation of investigation.

It is more like a physician giving an assessment of an illness.
If you go to the doctor and the doctor asks you, “Where does it
hurt?” You do not say, “Wow, what a negative, pessimistic doctor
I have.” That is, it is very practical. If you are going to be treated
in order to be free from difficulty, you have to know where it hurts.
You have to understand dukkha. The tools for understanding
dukkha in order to be free from it are the tools of mettd, samatha,
vipassand. They work together; they function together.

Merta is loving-kindness. Maybe a better translation is
well-wishing. We are in the process of pulling together a book
of teachings that I gave in 2008. I was asked to give a retreat
specifically on metta, on loving kindness. And I thought, “Well,
that’s a good topic. I'd be happy to do that because usually when
I hear people teaching about loving-kindness, it just irritates
me.” Because sometimes mertd, loving-kindness, is presented in
such a smarmy way. This is a tool that the Buddha is giving to
create clarity and brightness in the human heart and to be able to
establish the heart in a foundation of well-wishing. Sometimes
you say, “Loving-kindness—oh, I've got to be loving and kind to
everyone all the time.” You know, it gets tedious after a while. But
I can wish people well.

And also, when somebody has been really nasty to me, how
can I be loving and kind to them? Well, sometimes it is really
difficult. But, you can wish them well. You can wish them to be
happy, because if they were truly happy, they would not be such
a bother. There would be some basis of communication, so this
cultivation of well-wishing is a really important foundation for
establishing wholesome mental states in the heart.

As a Buddhist teacher, I will be asked all the time by people,
‘Is my practice correct? Is it incorrect? Is it going in the right
direction? Is it progressing? Is it regressing?” And often times
people are trying to get some kind of concrete answer or concrete
way of measuring it in the sense, “Am I doing the right thing? Am
I doing it right? Am I doing the right procedure? Am I getting
the right technique?” And it is not really about that at all.

What is important is to recognize is that when we practice
appropriately according to the Buddha’s teachings, wholesome
qualities increase in the heart and unwholesome qualities decrease.
And that is why I say that the conscious cultivation of loving-
kindness is such an important, integral part of our development

of our Buddhist practice. Of course loving-kindness,mezzd, is the
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first quality that is a part of the divine abidings, the brahma-
viharas: loving-kindness, compassion, sympathetic joy, and
equanimity. But, I think that the cultivation or development
of loving-kindness is really the foundation, the key, the entry
point, and the linchpin of all of those qualities.

I remember hearing it on a recording when I was already
here in America. A senior forest master, highly regarded in
Thailand as an enlightened being, was visiting the international
monastery. And one of the questions that was asked by one
of the monks in a Q&A session was, “What is the experience
of an enlightened being? What is their mind like?” And the
teacher immediately replied, “Only compassion.”

And it was a very interesting answer, because that particular
teacher was known for his ferocity. He was really fierce. He
was a real task master, who didn’t suffer fools. And that was his
expression. That’s really the heart of it. That loving-kindness
and compassion is really the foundation the heart and mind
that sees and manifests the Dhamma, the teachings.

There are many, many techniques for cultivating loving-
kindness, many different ways of approaching it, and all sorts
of verses that one can use, but I think what is most important is
the feeling that is elicited: the feeling of kindness, of goodwill,
of well-wishing, of concern for the wellbeing, happiness, and
freedom from suffering of other beings, the quality of empathy.
Really, whatever verses or phrases or concepts one uses, if it
elicits that feeling then it is working, and you can cultivate
that. And the reality is that after you have been doing it for
awhile, your mind gets habituated to it, it gets inured to it.
It is helpful to have a few different techniques that help in
keeping it fresh. It is just the nature of the mind that we get
used to things, we get habituated, we get inured, we get bored.
So lift it up in different ways so that it elicits that feeling of
well-wishing.

Also in terms of how we conceive of loving-kindness, I
think one of the things that I found most helpful was hearing
a teacher give instructions and say, “What is important is
creating this vessel.” Again, bringing it back to the heart as an
emotion—a feeling, an experience, as opposed to a concept,
an ideal, or a group of phrases that you got really skilled at
remembering—paying attention to that feeling and building,
creating a vessel within the heart that allows that emotion or

feeling of loving-kindness to grow. $To be continued
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