
THE PRECEPTS

Last meeting, we talked about what we want from the time we have 
together.
 What was shared is that we want to learn dharma, but in a useful, 
practical way.
 A way that makes the world a better place that we were here, and 
makes our lives deeper and more fulfilling for us in the process.

We looked at on the cushion practice. How the purpose of meditation 
practice is to bring us to the one place, the only place where the 
above can happen: right now, In the present moment.

Practice trains us to be present, to be able to stay and hold with 
difficult, painful things -  exactly so we can have the inner space to 
respond with skillful action that models how to be a human being and 
makes the world a richer place.

The Eight Fold Path has three components:

1) Right view (or right understanding) and right intention, which is the 
wisdom component.

2) Right livelihood (or how we walk in the world), right speech and 
right action, which is the virtue component.

3) Right mindfulness, right concentration, and right effort, which is the 
practice component.

 We’ll begin with the virtue component of the Path.

Spiritual practice begins not with meditation, but with how we live life, 
with what is called in the insight tradition “Purification of Virtue”. 
Sounds a bit perjorative, but this is the realization that our lives are not 
separate from our practice.  We meditate not to be great meditators, 
but to live more compassionately and skillfully.



 Living with non-harm is a fundamental value.  It also is the 
understanding that living with virtue, or right speech, walk and action, 
is the foundation for peace and joy in our lives. We do this for our own 
self interest as much as for others.

We start with the precepts, or guides for daily behavior supporting 
non-harm. In traditional Buddhist societies, taking the precepts 
happens regularly and is the re-commitment to the path that one does 
over and over again. 

There are many versions of the Precepts. Please take a moment and 
look them up online, to get a flavor for the many meanings of them. I 
handed out one short version in class. 

They tend to be translated as negatives, i.e. what NOT to do, which 
can lead to self judgement. Let’s turn this around to make sure it’s a 
positive, something that will enhance our joy in living.

HOMEWORK: 

Your homework is, firstly, to re-write each of the precepts as a positive 
statement, what we want to cultivate every day. I’ve written mine 
below in the underlined text, but please find words that resonate with 
you.

Then put the list up where you will see it each morning, such as on the 
bathroom mirror. Focus on one precept at a time in a rhythm that 
works for you. It might be a different one each day, or a different one 
every few days.

Focus on cultivating that precept. They all eventually intermingle and 
support each other, so it doesn’t matter where you start.

***************************************************** 



THE FIVE PRECEPTS  

1) To undertake the training to avoid taking the life of 
beings.  
 I want to cultivate cherishing life and well being for myself and 
all around me. 

2) To undertake the training to avoid taking things not given. 
I trust that my needs will be met and wish to cultivate respecting 
what belongs to others and to practice generosity. 

3) To undertake the training to avoid sensual misconduct.  
I want to cultivate supporting right relationship and honoring the 
commitments of myself and others.  

4) To undertake the training to refrain from false speech.  
I want to limit my speech to that which supports well being and 
harmony for myself and all around me. 

5) To undertake avoiding the training to avoid substances that 
dull awareness, cause heedlessness, and harm the body. 
I want to cultivate good health, both physical and mental, for 
myself, my family, and my society. 

***************************************************** 

In class, we  talked about each one and expanded them to make 
them more concrete in our daily lives. Here’s a summary: 

1) To undertake the training to avoid taking the life of 
beings. This precept applies to all living beings not just 
humans. All beings have a right to their lives and that right 
should be respected. 

IN CLASS: 

 This is about respecting and cherishing life and well being. 



 - respecting the views of others. When people disagree with us 
(think political views), how much destruction and division it 
causes to reduce a person to a point of view 
-  taking care of the environment 
- not putting others down 
- seeing the destructive nature of parts of our economy and 

institutions 
-  looking at our judging 
- seeing how we might close ourselves off from giving of 

ourselves 
- not ignoring people or situations that are difficult or 

uncomfortable 
- the life giving power of acceptance 
- taking positive initiative 
- considering the needs of others around us 
- being appreciative and grateful for all the ways we are 

supported 

2) To undertake the training to avoid taking things not given. 
This precept goes further than mere stealing. One should avoid 
taking anything unless one can be sure that is intended that it is 
for you. 

IN CLASS: 

- not keeping what you no longer need, or more than what you 
need 

- not taking up time and space that belongs to others 
(dominating in conversations and meetings) 

- not speaking disrespectfully about another that damages their 
reputation 

- not being wasteful 
- not taking credit that belongs to another 
- not taking the last cookie (metaphorically), or the first cookie 
- waiting our turn 
- making assumptions of what we can have 
- doing things in a timely way, both for others and for ourselves. 

Not making others wait for us. 



3) To undertake the training to avoid sensual misconduct. 
This precept is often mistranslated or misinterpreted as relating 
only to sexual misconduct but is also a deep honoring of the 
commitments we and others make.  

IN CLASS: 
 - supporting the relationships of others and our own 
commitments 
 - understanding how we might be objectifying someone 
 - trying to make ourselves attractive to another 
 - seeing gender discrimination 
 - respecting boundaries 
 - also supporting people (and ourselves) to leave relationships 
that are abusive or toxic 

4) To undertake the training to refrain from false speech. As 
well as avoiding lying and deceiving, this precept covers slander 
as well as speech which is not beneficial to the welfare of others. 

IN CLASS: 

 In the sutras, the Buddha is reported to have said about right 
speech: 
 1) If it’s harmful and not true, don’t say it. 
 2) If it’s harmful and true, don’t say it. 
 3) If it’s positive but not true, don’t say it. 
 4) if it’s positive and true, find the right time to say it. 

 - making sure what we say is true, not shading or working 
around the truth 
 -  not manipulating 
 - not giving unasked for advice 
 - not competing 
 - not targeting someone’s vulnerabilities and needling them 
 - not speaking without the consent of those involved 



 - being aware of negative speech, such as gossiping or 
complaining 

5) To undertake avoiding the training to avoid substances that 
dull awareness, cause heedlessness, and harm the body. 
Aware of the suffering caused by unmindful consumption, I am 
committed to cultivate good health, both physical and mental, for 
myself, my family, and my society. 

IN CLASS: 

 - this is about not taking intoxicants of any kind, both mental and 
physical, which numb us out to what we’re feeling or may need 
to be attending to. Besides things we physically ingest that are 
not good for us, it also includes seeing avoidance behaviors. 

IN CLASS: 
 - noticing things we mentally consume that support our feeling 
frustrated or angry, such as certain web sites, news outlets, or 
people who are negative 
 - taking care of ourselves. Noticing what we are eating, taking 
time for rest and exercise, and connecting with people and 
activities that are encouraging and uplifting 
- noticing our use of technology and being conscious  of it. 
- noticing escapism and being conscious of it 

********************************************************************************

  HOMEWORK:
Put the list of precepts somewhere where you will see them in the 
morning and evening (bathroom mirror, kitchen sink, desk, meditation 
spot).
 
Pick one precept per day or every few days. Rewrite it in your own 
words as a positive statement. It can be a sentence or a paragraph.



Cultivate it.  Wen you have ‘in between’ moments such as walking 
somewhere or waiting in line, come back to it and thing of ways you 
can actively cultivate it in that moment.

Then repeat with another precept.

Try to sit in formal meditation every day.
*********************************************

Come back next class prepared to talk about your experiences. We’re 
not looking for dharma success stories.

Helpful is seeing all the places where we seem to do the opposite, 
perhaps saying the unskillful or snarky comment we had just 
determined NOT to say. 

Also seeing the ways we are not present and the conditioned 
behavioral responses we all share.

Ultimately, you will find that committing to cultivating the precepts 
takes everything you have: precise mindfulness and awareness, and 
is a process of both presence and acceptance. 


