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This handout will help you prepare for the retreat, which will mainly focus on the four immeasurables.

The Four Immeasurables
The four immeasurables are four positive, beneficial thoughts or attitudes: loving-
kindness, compassion, joy, and equanimity. The reason they are called “immeasurable” is
because we develop these thoughts towards all beings, who are immeasurable in number.
Furthermore, by developing them, we create an immeasurable amount of  merit, or
positive energy, and we purify an immeasurable amount of  negative energy.

The four immeasurables are expressed in the following prayer:

May all beings have happiness and the causes of  happiness.
May all beings be free from suffering and the causes of  suffering.
May all beings never be separated from the happiness that is free

from suffering.
May all beings abide in equanimity, free from attachment

and anger that hold some close and others distant.

LOVE or LOVING-KINDNESS
“May all beings have happiness and the causes of happiness.”

Love is the wish for others to be happy. There are different kinds of  love: parents’ love
for their children, childrens’ love for their parents, love between friends, spouses, and
partners. The best kind of  love is known as “unconditional love,” or love without strings
attached.

Sometimes our love for others is conditional: we feel love for them as long as
they are kind to us, do what we want them to do, don’t do what we don’t want them to
do, and so on. But then we stop loving them, and may even come to hate them, if  they
are not kind to us, don’t do what we want, etc. This is conditional love, and is not pure
love. With pure, unconditional love, we don’t expect anything in return, and we don’t
stop loving even if  the other person doesn’t appreciate us or does something we don’t
like. We have the capacity to develop this kind of  love towards all beings.

How to develop it? One way is by cultivating the wish for others to be happy, and
gradually extending this wish to more and more people and living beings. Another way is
by cultivating appreciation for the kindness of  others, reflecting on how others
contribute to our own well-being and happiness. For example, our parents brought us
into this world and took care of  us when we were small and helpless; other people
provide us with food, clothes, houses, utilities, knowledge, skills, entertainment, etc.
Awareness of  this opens our hearts and helps us to feel more caring and kind towards
others.

Another way to cultivate loving-kindness is by thinking about how everyone, like
ourselves, wants to be happy and to not suffer. Even when people do harmful or
negative actions, it is because they are just trying to be happy and avoid suffering. The
problem is ignorance: they do not know the real causes of  happiness and problems.
Also, every being has Buddha-nature, the potential to become enlightened. Every living
being will eventually become free of  all negativities and faults, and become perfect,
enlightened Buddhas.
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COMPASSION
“May all beings be free from suffering and the causes of  suffering.”

Compassion differs slightly from love: love is wanting others to be happy, while
compassion is wanting them to be free from suffering. In order to have compassion, we
must be aware of  the suffering and problems that others experience. And the way to
understand others’ problems is by understanding our own. For this reason, problems are
not necessarily negative; experiencing them enables us to understand others who are
suffering, and to have compassion for them.

One way to develop compassion towards someone is by putting yourself  in their
shoes and asking: “How would I feel if  I were in that other person’s situation?” This is
especially helpful when dealing with someone who may have hurt us, or is doing
something we don’t agree with, or who we simply don’t like. If  someone is misbehaving,
it’s good to understand that it is due to the delusions in their mind, and then blame the
delusions, not the person. Feel compassion for the person’s suffering.

Compassion is the basis of  Buddhist ethics. Understanding that no one wants to
suffer, we refrain from harmful actions like killing, stealing, lying, etc.

Compassion usually arises more easily for those who are impoverished, homeless,
sick, depressed and so on, but we may not realize that rich and powerful people also
deserve compassion. They have problems, too—their bodies become ill, age, and
eventually die; and their minds are often tormented by worry, depression, dissatisfaction,
and the like.

Having compassion doesn’t mean we always have to say “yes” to everyone, do
whatever people want us to do, or be passive when others are misbehaving. Just as
parents or teachers sometimes need to use strong methods to deal with children who are
naughty, we may sometimes need to be strong when dealing with difficult people—but
we should do so with loving kindness and compassion in our hearts, rather than anger
and hatred.

EMPATHIC JOY
“May all beings never be separated from the happiness that is free

from suffering.”

Joy involves wishing all beings to have pure happiness, both now and in their future
lives, and wishing that they eventually attain the perfect happiness and peace of  Nirvana
and Enlightenment.

It also involves sharing in others’ happiness—when someone wins a prize, buys a
new car, gets a promotion, falls in love, goes on cruise, etc. We sometimes feel jealous in
such situations, but jealousy only hurts us – it makes us miserable while others are happy.
We can overcome jealousy by reflecting on karma: the experiences we have are the result
of  our own past actions. Wholesome actions bring positive experiences and
unwholesome actions lead to negative ones. The other person must have created
wholesome karma in the past to be experiencing positive results now, and if  we want
good things to happen to us, we must do likewise. And cultivating empathic joy is an
excellent way to create wholesome karma.
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EQUANIMITY
“May all beings abide in equanimity, free from attachment

and anger that hold some close and others distant.”

Equanimity is the state of  being free from attachment to certain people we find attractive
and pleasant to be with, and aversion towards those we find unattractive or annoying. In
the prayer, we express the wish that all beings experience this, but before we can help
others to have equanimity, we must develop it in our own mind. One of  the best ways to
do this is by reflecting on the impermanent, changing nature of  things. We change, others
change, relationships change, and none of  these last forever. In light of  this reality, is
there any sense in clinging to some and hating others?

It is also helpful to reflect on the faults or disadvantages of  anger and attachment:
● they disturb our mind
● they can cause problems in our relationships, health, and other aspects of  our

life
● they can motivate us to create negative karma, the cause of  future problems
● they are obstacles to making progress on the spiritual path, and attaining

liberation and enlightenment.
When we understand that indulging in anger and attachment is harmful, both to
ourselves and others, we can work on them by applying antidotes or solutions. The best
antidote to anger is learning to be more patient and compassionate, and the best antidote
to attachment is reflecting on impermanence.

Another effective way to develop equanimity is reflecting that everyone is the
same in wanting to be happy and peaceful, and wanting to be free of  pain and problems.
Also, according to Buddhism, everyone has the same potential to free their minds from
afflictions and obscurations and to attain enlightenment.

* * * * *
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