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Venerable Bhikkhu Bodhi leads a CEI
on the Four Protective Meditations
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A special feature of Dharma Realm Buddhist University is
the contemplative exercise immersion (CEI) for all students
every semester. Each weeklong immersion is designed to
give the university community an opportunity to practice a
contemplative exercise from the curriculum. The CEI is a hands-
on laboratory that provides firsthand experience of exercises
from the texts read in class and a supportive space to learn more
about the mind. This semester Venerable Bhikkhu Bodhi led a
CEI on four protective meditations from May 16-20, 2023 in
Wonderful Words Hall.

The first protective meditation led by Venerable Bhikkhu
Bodhi was recollection of the Buddha (buddhanussati). Having
faith or confidence in the Buddha as a teacher protects the mind
from doubt and from wandering off the path. Keeping the
qualities of the Buddha in mind also generates joy.

According to Anguttaranikiya 6:10, when one experiences

joy, the body and mind become tranquil, which gives rise to
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bliss, and from bliss one enters samadhi.

Venerable Bhikkhu Bodhi led the university community
through nine epithets of the Buddha: (1) a worthy
one (araham), (2) a perfectly enlightened one (samma
sambuddho), (3) one accomplished in clear knowledge
and excellent conduct (vijja-carana-sampanno), (4) the well
gone one (sugato), (5) knower of the world (loka-vida), (6)
unsurpassed trainer of persons to be tamed (anuttaro purisa-
damma-sarathi), (7) teacher of devas and humans (sattha
devamanussinam), (8) awakened one (buddho), and (9)
blessed one (bhagava).

Recollecting these qualities inspires confidence and
produces joy. Knowing that an awakened being has removed
all obstacles, knows all types of conditioned phenomena,
has fully understood the four noble truths, and extends
blessings to the world creates a sense of peace and safety. At
first, all nine qualities were recollected. Then everyone was
asked to select and reflect on the three that most resonated.
After some time, those three were then narrowed down to
one quality of the Buddha for recollection.

The second protective meditation is the cultivation of
loving-kindness (metta-bhavana), the wish for welfare and
happiness for all beings. The wish to be well, happy, and safe
is the fundamental wish or drive of human beings. Metta
protects the mind from anger and hatred. When one boils
water for tea, it takes time for the water to boil. Similarly,
when generating metta, it takes time for that bubbling
feeling of metta to arise in the heart center. One must
practice over and over again, trusting in the process.

Venerable Bhikkhu Bodhi explained that metta practice
starts with forgiving anyone who has harmed us and anyone
whom we may have harmed. He asked the group to consider
the dangers in hatred and the benefits of metta. Venerable
Bhikkhu Bodhi called the recipients and the formula the
“two pillars” of metta. The recipients should all be alive
and occur in order: oneself, a dear and respected person, a
beloved friend, an acquaintance, a neutral person, and, after
sufficient good will is generated toward the aforementioned,
a hostile person. Just one representative from each category
suffices, though new representatives can be selected every
couple of weeks. The formula consists of a verbal statement

to reflect on with each recipient. Venerable Bhikkhu Bodhi
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suggested, “May X be well. May X be truly happy. May X be safe
from all harm and danger. May all X’s good aims be fulfilled.”

The third protective meditation is the perception of the
unattractive in the body (asubha-sanfna). This practice protects
by dispelling a perception of beauty and identity based on
the body. It gives a clear and realistic picture of the body by
contemplating the thirty-two parts of the body, one by one: hairs
of the head, hairs on the body, nails, teeth, skin, muscles, sinews,
bones, bone marrow, kidneys, heart, liver, diaphragm, spleen,
lungs, intestines, mesentery, stomach, fecal matter, brain, bile,
phlegm, pus, blood, sweat, fat, tears, skin grease, saliva, snot,
fluid of the joints, and urine. The practice reduces sexual desire,
self-conceit, self-evaluation based on the body, and concern
for one’s physical appearance. In addition, meditating on the
unattractive in the body promotes human solidarity, reinforcing
that all bodies are essentially alike.

The fourth protective meditation, mindfulness of death
(marana-sati), protects against laziness and culminates in the
deathless. For this, Venerable Bhikkhu Bodhi recommended
contemplating four things: (1) death is absolutely certain—
everyone born dies and every moment we move closer to death;
(2) the arrival of death is uncertain with regard to time, place,
and cause; (3) when death comes, we mustabandon everything—
possessions, loved ones, our bodies, and identities; and (4) the
only thing we bring along is our karma, our good and bad deeds.

The four protective meditations are antidotes to major
hindrances. Recollection of the Buddha counteracts doubt by
developing confidence in the awakened mind. The cultivation of
loving kindness counteracts anger, i.e. hatred, by generating the
wish for the wellbeing of all living beings. The perception of the
unattractive in the body counteracts desire by dismantling the
body as an attractive object of perception. Mindfulness of death
counteracts sloth and torpor. In this way, the four protective
meditations serve as antidotes to four of the five hindrances and
help to protect our mind against these harmful conditions that
prevent the mind from entering samadhi.

In addition to teaching the four protective meditations,
Venerable Bhikkhu Bodhi also gave afternoon lectures in which
he spoke about developing the wholesome (kusala), which
consists of (1) merit (puffa), (2) the perfections (parami),

and (3) the aids to awakening (bodhipakkhiyadhamma).
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What is wholesome includes different aspects, such |
as skillfulness, health, and pliancy of mind. The
wholesomeis notblameworthy and results in happiness.
As the first category of the wholesome, merit is the
accumulation of wholesome karma with the capacity
to produce mundane happiness. Anguttaranikiya
8.36 (6) mentions three ways to cultivate merit:
giving (dana), moral conduct (sila), and meditative
development (bhavana). These supporting conditions
offer favorable results that support cultivating more
such conditions. A parami or paramita is a state of
perfection—doing good without any concern for the
results. It is action without craving, conceit, or wrong
view. A parami is practiced to build up certain qualities
of character for life after life and serves as the groundwork for
world-transcending attainment. Paramis are factors which,
woven together, make up one’s character. The thirty-seven aids
to awakening consist of the four foundations of mindfulness,
the four right efforts, the four bases of spiritual powers, the five
faculties, the five powers, the seven factors of awakening, and
the noble eightfold path. Cultivation consists of abandoning
unwholesome conditions and cultivating wholesome ones.

DRBU is grateful that Venerable Bhikkhu Bodhi went
out of his way to come to the City of Ten Thousand Buddhas
to lead this CEI. His clear explanations of each practice,
grounded in his knowledge of the Pali texts and embodied
in his fifty years of experience as a fully ordained monk, were
an incredibly generous gift to the university. During the CEI,
Venerable Bhikkhu Bodhi vigorously taught and guided the
meditations all day. He also answered questions and served as
an example of what sustained practice can result in over time.
Now it is up to each member of the university to cultivate the
protective meditations taught. Whoever does will benefit from
counteracting hindrances and protecting the mind.

DRBU is also grateful to the CTTB community for
supporting this CEI in the middle of the 10,000 Buddhas
Repentance Ceremony. May the readers also benefit from his
explanation of the Buddha’s teachings, which culminated in the
reflection: “Ask, what can I do to benefit living beings? How
can I put loving-kindness and compassion into action?”

May all beings be well! May all beings be happy! #
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