Loving-kindness Meditation

Loving-kindness meditation, or loving-friendliness meditation, is practiced as an anti-dote to fear, anger, confusion and a closed heart.  It is an ancient practice that can be found, in different forms, in all of the wisdom traditions.  The form presented here is from the eastern Buddhist tradition, and has been found by western science in the past several years to have measurable benefits for health and well-being.

We practice loving-kindness meditation by reciting phrases expressing good wishes for ourselves, and then, each in turn, for a benefactor, loved one, neutral person, difficult person, and then outwards to our communities, the world at large and, finally, for all beings.  

When offering the good wishes for yourself, it can be helpful to imagine an image, perhaps from a photo, of yourself as a very young child.  Similarly, you can imagine each of the other people as you repeat the phrases. 

Loving-kindness meditation can be done in any posture: sitting, standing, lying and walking.  Some find it helpful to place a hand over their heart while repeating the phrases, and to sense the breath in the heart area.  

Loving-kindness meditation can be done as a formal meditation all on its own, or at the beginning &/or ending of a formal sitting practice; and it can be done informally while going about other activities.  It is especially helpful to do when you’re in crowded places such as buses, airports and traffic jams.   In these situations, for safety’s sake, you may shorten the phrases, as outlined below.

It is important to remember that we’re not looking for any particular outcome with these good wishes: rather we are inclining our hearts in the direction of the phrases, tapping into our innate desire to be happy and healthy.  Sometimes this means that we can become aware, as we state the phrases, that our heart feels tight and closed, and even angry and hurting.  This is not a problem or a mistake: it is showing us the work of the heart.  

Loving-kindness meditation may also feel awkward and uncomfortable at first, especially when offering up good wishes for ourselves.  Again, this is not a problem, and is simply showing us our need for kindly attention.  Remember it is a practice, and practices require practice for change to occur.  There is wonderful evidence to show that the more we practice loving-kindness meditation the better we can feel and act towards ourselves, others and life in general.

Here are my versions of the traditional phrases of loving-kindness.  Repeat these phrases silently in your mind while in a meditation posture of choice, and sensing the breath in the heart area.  Repeat them as many times as you need or have time for.

May I be filled with loving-kindness.

May I be safe and protected from inner and outer harm.

May I be healthy and strong of body.

May I be peaceful, happy and free in my heart and mind.

May I joyfully care for myself with grace and ease.

After offering these wishes for ourselves, we then offer them for a benefactor, loved one, neutral person, and difficult person, substituting their names in place of “I”.  And then we may move on to our communities, city, country, and all beings.  Sometimes though, it is necessary to focus our attention on ourselves alone for days, months and even a year, before extending the circle of care to others.  And still for some, self-love is such a challenge that they need to begin with someone or something they love, for a long time, before focusing on themselves.

An example of a short version would be:

May I be safe, healthy, happy and at ease.
For more on loving-kindness meditation, refer to: Loving-kindness by Sharon Salzberg, The Compassionate Mind by Paul Gilbert, and The Mindful Way to Self-Compassion by Christopher Germer, and www.dharmaseed.org. and www.tarabrach.com . These and other references can be found on my website at www.mindfulmood.com and in the Bibliography of The Mindful Mood Workbook.
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