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The Four Limitless States Revisited, by Jason Espada

In Buddhism, what are called the Four Limitless States are  four themes for contemplation.  They are love, compassion, rejoicing and equality of view. This is the order that they are usually given. The four start, however, with equality of view. 

Equality of view is the recognition that 'that other person is just like me". With this feeling there can not be indifference (or pride, envy, or selfishness). We see that, just like ourselves, they want happiness, and want to avoid suffering. And furthermore, we know they deserve this. 

With equality of view there is the thought that 'this person's happiness is as important as my own'. 

Without self-interest it's easy to feel that they are just like ourselves. And because we feel this we would not withdraw or turn away. That's natural. 

As one of the 'Four Brahma Viharas' (Abodes of the Gods), or  the 'Four Limitless States' in Buddhism, along with love, compassion, and rejoicing in the good fortune and good qualities of others, equality of view is evenness of 
appreciation.

What gets in the way of our having this equality of view is self-interest. So as a method to arrive at this evenness of  appreciation we are asked to set aside self-interest, and look. 

Because we need to develop an evenness of appreciation between those we care for the most, those we don't consider, and those with whom we are in some temporary adversarial relationship, what is here being called 'equality of view' is sometimes translated as 'equanimity', 'letting go', or 'impartiality'. Without this known in the context of the meditation on love and compassion however, I think it's too easy for this to seem like indifference, which is not at all what is intended. 

There is an equanimity that is even-mindedness, in the sense of it's being unruffled, or calm in all circumstances, but in this case that is a secondary meaning. 

Keeping with the intention of the others states, of wishing others to know love, mercy, and joy, this evenness, instead of being without feeling is replete with the energy of appreciation, with affection, and concern for their 

well being. It is a state of love. This love that is being referred to, however, is without limited self-interest.  It is therefore evenly offered to all. It is impartial . 

‘. ... just as a mother loves her only child, we should cultivate Boundless Love to offer to all ... ' 

When I was growing up, my brother and sister and I used to ask my mother 'which one of us do you love the best?', and she would always say 'I love you all the same.'   This is true spiritual love, equality of view.   Not dependant on conditions, on time or place, it's not the ego's love. It's greater than ego. 

The word 'limitless' is also interesting here. 'Limitless' here refers not only to time and space (although it is that too), it also refers to its quality, as in, 'perfect equality of view', 'unconditional, pure love', 'absolute 
compassion', and 'immeasurable joy'. 

Many times, in the various Buddhist traditions, the last mentioned of the 'Four Limitless States' is sometimes translated merely as 'equanimity'. Translated this way though it's too easy for it to seem only one small step from 'indifference', or 'not caring one way or the other', which in this case is far from what is intended. And I think this has had very far reaching consequences over the years. 

There is no way a person can turn their back on another if they recognize that that other person is just like themselves.

Scholars may point to the etymology of the Sanskrit or Pali roots of these words, but I think that is only part of the matter here.  In the context of the Buddhist teachings as a whole, and the other of the Four Limitless States in 
particular, it seems appropriate to view this as equal love for all, equal concern, and joy in their happiness and good fortune. This interpretation is internally consistent. 

From here it is natural to see any meditation we do as part of the whole, as contributing to the well being of our entire family. 

This kind of love cuts off conceit, envy, or selfishness, and gets rid of laziness. (also self-centeredness or self-absorption) In this feeling is found many of the other qualities that are spoken of in Buddhism, however we may 
think of it, such as the five precepts, the six perfections, and so on. If the best of the values that are taught in Buddhism are to become more a part of our culture we need this kind of feeling. 

As the fourth of the Four Limitless States, equality of view is actually there all throughout the first three, and should be considered first. This puts the 'all' back in 'May all beings ...'  As in: 

All are equal in deserving our love and our care 

May all beings have happiness and the causes of happiness 

May all be free from suffering, and the causes of suffering 

and 

I rejoice in the happiness of living beings 

These are four aspects of one love. This puts one's own situation, and practice in perspective. This shows what is important, what should be done and left undone. In a way, it is love without emotional attachment …

Equalizing self and others is sometimes taught as preparation for the maturation called exchanging self-cherishing for cherishing others. This attitude is expressed in the lines from the Tibetan tradition that say 
'accept all loss, offer all victory to others'.   (Geshe Checkawa asked 'How important is this?', and was told 'If you wish for your enlightenment, you need this attitude whether you like it or not'. 

With exchanging self-cherishing for cherishing others we have the thought that 'this person's happiness is more important than my own'.   Actually, to accept what is difficult and to want to offer what is good smoothes the way quite a bit. It 'makes this that is heavy, light; everything that is bitter, sweet and tasteful' (Thomas A Kempis).

Through our meditations on love and compassion we have the feeling that we are not alone in this world. We begin to have more of the feeling that we are related. Knowing this the question then is- how do we live? 

We're all in the same situation here in life, and some of us are worse off than others. Some of us also have a little more freedom. We all do what we can. If we can see, though, that we are not in a position to care for others 
fully and effectively yet, then. of course we have to do what is necessary to take care of our self. We all know that a person can't help another completely if they are still unclear, still struggling. 

We should learn from those people who, when teaching, have emphasized the path of individual liberation, for they truly know this path. And this is so important. 

There is a difference, however, that should be known about, between caring for yourself in order to be able to help another, and that which is for yourself alone. Seeing others in our family who are also struggling in life, knowing them, feeling close, caring for them, and feeling responsible, knowing what is possible, this suffuses one's body with more strength. This also counters the tendency, that is so common, of feeling isolated. 

When we have love and compassion, we know that we are involved in something more than our own peace. We know that many are related to us, -every moment of our life. 

Having the intention to help others always there, outwardly the activities of what is done and left undone may look the same, (and there are many similarities) but inwardly they are different- in the beginning, the 
motivation, in the middle, the creative, inner nature of the action, and the end. Help yourself as a means to help others. This is one practice. 

From the thought 'May all beings have happiness and the causes of happiness', and 'May all beings be free from suffering and the causes of suffering' it's just one step to personally wanting to do something to see to bring this about (altruism thought) and from there to the wish and actual 
activity of working for all others through one's life and practice.

These are the two aspects of what is called relative bodhicitta (the awakening mind, awakening for the benefit of all); the aspirational and engaging. 

There are the wishing and engaging aspects of practice. 

Having the caring, devoted motivation, may we all do the actual practices that bring freedom from suffering, that bring liberation for everyone. All along the way this is beneficial, like a current set in motion by our non action and by our action. 

Equality of view is the basis 

In feeling that is without self centeredness, all these are implied: universal love, compassion, the aspiration to serve and the engagement in doing so. All this is there in equality of view, evenness of appreciation. 

Love is inherent in feeling. It is the nature of our being.   And where there is suffering, naturally there is compassion and spontaneously, naturally also the response. All this is implied in feeling that is without bias, that is accurate.

On the path of awareness for all, we know what should be given up and what should be taken up and practiced. These then are known as the thought and practice of universal love and compassion. 

I hope this doesn't seem divisive for anyone. It's just that my feeling is that what brings division is the type. of love that is biased, for a select few only. We are also capable of something more, of a kindness and compassion that 
is inclusive. The 'how' of this, of course, is going to vary from person to person and at different times. They are all forms of real love. Knowing this and living from this intention resolves all differences, and brings the greatest 
satisfaction. This is what we are here for.
