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Every night we have the chant on developing thoughts of goodwill.

We start with goodwill for ourselves, although it's interesting that the discussions of this
topicin the Canon never talk about what order you should do thisin. It’s only in the later texts
where they say that you should start with yoursclf, then goto pcoplc who've been kind to you,
people who've been good to you, your parents, other benefactors. Then move on to people
you like, pcoplc you’re neutral about, and ﬁnally pcople you don’t like. That's one way of doing
1C.

Butit's also good to vary it because ultimatcly you want to be able to sprcad thoughts of
goodwill to all without exception. The image is of a conch-shell trumpet that you blow, and
cvcrybody all around hears it. chardlcss of whether you like them or nort, thcy all getto hear
the trumpet. In the same way, rcgardlcss of whether you like pcople or not, thcy should benefit
from your goodwill. Now, to hclp with the heart quality that goes with that, sometimes it’s
good to start with people who've benefitted you, people for whom you're gratetul or people
for whom you should cultivate gratitudc, pcoplc you’vc tended to forgct about.

When I'was in Thailand, especially in the early years, I had whole days to myself mcditating.
There would be days when I tried to think of all the teachers I'd had, from all the way from first
grade on up—where they might be now, many of them are probably dead—and to think of
what [ owed to them. It would take a full morning, [t was a good exercise, to reflect on the fact
that where youare right now in your lite is the result of a lot of pcoplc’s goodncss.

When the Buddha taught the teaching on karma, he mentioned, “There is mother and
tather”—which, of course, sounds obvious, but it was a controversial topic back in those times.
By saying there is or there isn't mother and father, you were saying whether your parents were
owed any spcciﬁc debt of gratitudc. When thcy said there isn't mother and father, they meant
that human bcings were just chemical elements that happcncd to combine and then give rise
to your body and that was it. There’s no spccial virtue there. You don’t owe them any real debt,
cither because thcy were just material things or because what thcy did was totally
predetermined. They had no choice in the mater.

So when the Buddha was saying there zs mother and father, he was saying that you’rc not
just the physical body, and your parents aren’t just their physical bodies. At the same time, thc‘:y
did have freedom of choice: Thcy could have aborted you; thcy could have abandoned you.
The fact that you have a body, that youarca human bcing right now, dcpends on the goodncss
of your parents. Whether thcy were good atraising you, you still owe them a debt of gratitudc.

Then there are pcople who raised you. Sometimes those weren't your parents: Think of all

the spccial kindnesses thcy did for you, the ways in which thcy went out of their way.



This is what makes human life valuable and gives nobility to human life: the fact that
peoplc have gone out of their way for one another. It should inspire us, too, to go out of our
way. [t feels rcaily good when you find yourscif ina position where you can give when you don’t
have to. That's somcthing to be honored. And it’s okay to feel good about yourscif in that way
—not in the sense of trying to compare yourself as being better than other people, but simply
that you feel good in and of yourself, that you've done something good for other beings when
you didn’thave to. It'sa sign that you’rc not a slave to material things Or to your convenience.

This is Why the Buddha also mentioned generosity when he was discussing karma. There is
avirtue to hcing generous, because again, you’re not forced hy fatalistic forces to do that. You
have the choice. The Buddha wants you to appreciate the fact that you do have that choice, to
reflect on how good it feels when you’rc generous in ways where you don’t have to be. These
two go togcthcr. Gratitude teaches us that we're here because of the generosity of others, and
that should inspire us to be generous in turn,

Thinking about these things gives energy to your practice. You're not here just for stress
reduction. You're here to dcvciop good qualitics of mind. You're looking fora happincss that’s
harmless. That, in and of itself, is a gift. Think ot all the different ways you’vc gone through life
looking for happiness in which you've actually harmed other people. We dont like to think
about it. People tend to get very defensive when you bring it to their attention that their
happiness depends on other people’s suffering, and they do everything they can to justity it.
Thcy say, “Those pcoplc don’t matter,” or, “Thcy’rc not rcaily suffcring,” or, ‘That's just got to be
the way it is.” Well, it doesn’t. You have the choice to look for happincss inaway that’s totaiiy
harmless. That, too, is worthy of respect.

When you meditate, it is a noble activity. Look at the Buddha image here, think of the
different images you’VC seen in different placcs of worship, and what thcy say simpiy by their
posture and expression. This one says that you can find true happiness by looking within. Here
isan Cxampie. And you can doit by devcioping quaiities that are totaliy harmless.

This is one of the ways in which you repay your debt o all those you’vc had to depcnd onin
the past, whether you can remember the debt or not; all the pcoplc who've benefited youin
one way or another, whether you’vc met them or not. This is one of the reasons why, atthe end
of the meditation, you aiways want to dedicate the merit of the meditation to others, to
remind yourscif that thisisn’t just about you. It's your gift to Cverybociy, and it’s in this
atmosphere of generosity and gratitude that the practice flourishes.



