Reviewing The Brahma Viharas
Wisdom, from a Buddhist perspective, has two complementary characteristics:  Right Understanding and Right Intention.  In my  view, Right Understanding focuses attention on the cognitive/thinking aspect of subjective experience, and Right Intention focuses on the affective/emotional aspect.  Contemporary research suggests that affect is the driver of attention and action, while thinking operates to make meaning from the driver and create responses within that context.
Right Understanding counters attachment to the cognitive patterns involved with clinging to an ego that must be defended or gratified.  Right Intention provides relief from the urgently reactive experience of craving that is the driver of attachment.  Mindfulness, Investigation of Mental Phenomena, and the ability to channel the energy of attention wisely supports Right Understanding. The cultivation of the Brahma Viharas challenges the urgency of craving through the cultivation of kindness, self-compassion, and generosity, which supports the happiness of others.  Equanimity brings balance to their functioning.
I was studying and practicing Buddhism before I went to graduate school in the mid 1980’s to become a psychotherapist, and I was puzzled when the theories regarding cognitive psychotherapy I read about proposed that simply noticing and changing one’s internal narrative would effectively provide relief from mild anxiety and depression, ignoring the potent affective component of self-experience, which guides a person’s intentions.  Over the decades since then, cognitive therapy theory and practice has acknowledged the importance of effectively working with the urgent potency of emotional experience as part of therapy.  This understanding led to the development of Mindfulness Based Cognitive Therapy (MBCT), which has become an important therapeutic intervention in contemporary psychotherapy.  Since I went to grad school, contemporary practice protocols recognized that MBCT can also include the cultivation of positive affect, not just noting and desensitizing oneself to the negative affective tone of the cognitive distortions associated with depression and anxiety.
The Brahma Viharas (brah-mah vih-ha=-rahs), translated as the Divine Abidings, are four in number: metta/lovingkindness, karuna/compassion, mudita/sympathetic joy, and upekkha/equanimity.  They represent Right Intention within the Wisdom aggregate.  My intention with this talk is to describe how they interact supportively with the development of Right Understanding.
Mindfulness meditation has always emphasized the importance of attending to what we feel emotionally as well as how the mind constructs the “selfing story”.  Affective urgency is a fundamental driver of cognition, and contemporary neuroscientific research supports this view.  Mindfulness of feelings provides a way to investigate how affective states originate and bring Right Intention to that process.  This leads to the cultivation of the Brahma Viharas as a wise way to cultivate good mental health.
The various neural complexes in the brain interact with each other continuously, even when a person is sleeping, transforming sensory stimulation into behaviors—cognitive, emotional and behavioral.  These interactions support the formation of one’s self-identity, and the affective drivers of this formative process include aversion (The desire to avoid affective unpleasantness) as well as the desire to acquire and sustain pleasant affective experiences.  The cultivation of the Brahma Viharas operates to shape responses to experiences that are on a path away from aversion and desire.  This change in affective neural response interactions aligns with the cognitive/thinking function of Wisdom.  
An important area of contemporary research focuses on the function of the vagus nerve, which extends from the base of the brain down through the torso.  Its function involves regulation of heart rate as well as digestion.  It is also closely associated with various internal experiences such as a sinking or nauseous feeling in the stomach and the tightening of the throat during emotionally upsetting experiences.  It is associated with two metabolic processes, the sympathetic and parasympathetic systems.  The sympathetic system increases flow of energy and the parasympathetic system reduces the flow of energy through the body and mind.  The interactions between the two systems are dynamic, shifting either toward more anxiety or more tranquility.
Research shows that mindfulness meditation practice increases the ability to investigate and regulate the activity of the vagus nervous system more effectively.  The sympathetic and parasympathetic systems operate in a more balanced way.  The cultivation of mindfulness and lovingkindness is closely associated with this increase in vagal regulation, not through repression of two systems, but through bringing a less rigidly reactive and contracted internal process.
This talk will now  focus on reviewing lovingkindness, with comments that describe ways this benevolent intention intersects with the other Brahma Viharas—compassion, sympathetic joy and equanimity, which will be reviewed in future talks.
This is what Google describes as the etymology and function of lovingkindness:
Mettā (Pali) is derived from the Sanskrit word Maitrī, both of which translate to "loving-kindness," "goodwill," or "friendliness". 
The etymology traces back to the Pali word mitta (and Sanskrit mitra), which fundamentally means "friend". In ancient Indian Vedic texts, mitra also carried the root meaning of "contract," "pact," or "alliance." 
This origin highlights several key nuances of the term:
· The Root of Friendship: Mettā is not a romantic or possessive attachment. Rather, it is the extension of boundless, unselfish friendship and goodwill to all beings, without discrimination or expectation of return. 
· Spiritual Companionship: It is closely related to the phrase kalyāṇa-mitta, which translates to "spiritual friend" or "noble friend"—a foundational concept in Buddhist practice referring to a mentor or guide who supports your awakening. 
· The "Action" of Kindness: Some Pali commentators break down the term further to mean an active, "softening" of the heart—almost like becoming "fat with friendliness."
All of the Brahma Viharas are described as being vulnerable to distortion through the absence of mindfulness, investigation and Right Effort, transformed to what are called the “near enemy” or the “far enemy” of each.  The near enemy of lovingkindness is idealized attachment—the mind creates and projects a romanticized story about another’s beauty, status, intelligence, etc.  This misperception is often more pronounced during retreats through what is called a “vipassana romance”.  For example, my first retreat was very difficult for me for a number of reasons even though it was an importantly beneficial transformative event in my life.  At the end of the retreat, someone approached me and told me how much he admired me as a meditator, which did not correlate with my memories of the retreat.  I was quite determined to follow the instructions as persistently as possible, and perhaps that was what prompted the other person’s view.  The opposite of the vipassana romance is the “vipassana vendetta” experience—the idealization is conditioned by aversion, as a person projects onto another meditation practitioner a negative or reproachful feeling tone and accompanying story.  Of course, the near and far enemy can also be applied to one’s own self-image.
Genuine lovingkindness has the quality of tenderness and open-heartedness, the manifestation of Right Intention.   Right Understanding involves clearly knowing how the mind is interpreting and responding to a situation, most often involving interpersonal dynamics.  Lovingkindness creates more openness and the ability to bring kindness, compassion, or sympathetic joy to the selfing story.  Aversion and ill-will create a mind that is rigid and demanding of action, lacking the flexibility and creativity required to effectively function in relationships.
Neurologically, we all self-create through what is called the “thalamocortical loop”.  The thalamus is a cluster of neural nuclei located in the middle of the brain, operating like a switching station.  The cortex is the outer layers of the brain, where higher order cognitive processing occurs.  Between the thalamus and the cortex is the limbic system, which provides a link between what happens in the body and what the mind creates in that context, the manifestation of craving and clinging.  These important areas of the brain provide the processing that affects the looping of neural signals from the cortex and limbic system to the thalamus and back again.  
Very basically, something stimulates attention, and that stimulation is processed somewhat by the limbic system.  The signal then goes to the thalamus, which sends the signal on to the different layers and areas of the cortex, which begins to formulate a self relative to the initial stimulation.  This loops back through the to the limbic system which either confirms or contests the signal from the cortex.  This goes back to the cortex as the process continues.  The looping process is impersonal, but the mind creates a self with a plan of action.  This looping occurs multiple times a second, and consciousness streams out from this process through what Buddhism calls the “binding moment of consciousness”.  This binding process, through craving and clinging, creates the self.  Craving is the emotional aspect and clinging is the cognitive aspect.  
Contemporary research strongly suggests that the practice of lovingkindness has two functions: First, it counters the persistence of impulsive negative reactivity in the mind, either wanting or hating, and secondly cultivates the open-heartedness that supports a more creative and adaptive response to the looping process, modifying the functions of the limbic system and reconditioning the looping process to create a more emotionally balanced, positive experience, which is projected out into the world.
The balanced functioning of the vagal process supports an increasingly persistent ability to be more clearly aware of how the self is forming and the level of emotional reactivity is reduced, creating a “buffer zone” that can more effectively create a different response to a situation.
Here are some suggestions for practicing lovingkindness meditation that comes from my studies and practice:
· Recognize the emotional tone of a lovingkindness mantra.  For example, words such as “safe”, “happy”, “healthy” or “content” all have positive emotional “memories” associated with them.  The word “safe” has a history related to your lived experience of not feeling threatened.  Of course, words (self-talk) with a fear-bound history will stimulate an aversive reaction.
· Coordinate the pattern of normal breathing with the lovingkindness mantra—there are several useful versions that are effective.  The neutral and benevolent feelings associated with mindfulness of breathing will become associated with the positive emotional tone through repeated practice.  For example, I mindfully breathe in, then while breathing out repeat part of the mantra—“may I be safe”.  In this manner, the words and feeling tone becomes conditioned to be associated with breathing.
· Let part of your attention rest in the area between the breastbone and the spine with gentle persistent attention as the mantra and breathing practice goes on.  My belief is that the vagus nervous system is being activated in a balanced way.  This facilitates cultivating kindness as an informing principle for living a wholesome life.
