
HOMEWORK: 

 Keep working with the precepts in whatever way feels alive for you. 
 A) When you find yourself missing the mark, notice that it is 
happening. Notice what thoughts arise, what the energetic experience 
is. 
 B) When you are able to align with the precepts, notice that. What 
thoughts arise? what energetic experience arises? 

 Put all your eggs in the noticing basket. Don’t try to fix. 

++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++ 

 Nov 6 class review: the precepts 

Thank you everyone, for sharing your practice experience last night. 
Each sharing was like looking at different facts of a jewel, each one 
adding to the reflective value of considering the precepts as a basis 
for spiritual work. 

To review the Abhaya sutta, from the Majjhima Nikaya 58 (the MN are 
the middle length discourses of the Buddha): 

Here’s my shorthand of the sutta, which is how I often re-write a sutra 
to make it accessible and real for myself: 

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. 

 Here’s the actual wording, so you can see for yourself what feels relevant and 
helpful: 

[1] "In the case of words that the Tathagata  (means one who is awake) knows to be 
untrue, unbeneficial, disagreeable to others, he does not say them.

[2] "In the case of words that the Tathagata knows to be factual, true, unbeneficial, 
disagreeable to others,s he does not say them.



[4] "In the case of words that the Tathagata knows to be untrue, unbeneficial, but 
endearing & agreeable to others, he does not say them.

[5] "In the case of words that the Tathagata knows to be factual, true, unbeneficial, but 
endearing & agreeable to others, she does not say them.

[3] "In the case of words that the Tathagata knows to be factual, true, beneficial, but 
unendearing & disagreeable to others, he has a sense of the proper time for saying 
them.

[6] "In the case of words that the Tathagata knows to be factual, true, beneficial, and 
endearing & agreeable to others, she has a sense of the proper time for saying them.

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

 There were two general themes from the sharing: 

 1) When we find ourselves in alignment with the precepts, it 
feels good.  
It’s the good feeling of being able to contribute positively to the well 
being of ourselves and others, of saying the encouraging word, and 
uplifting our community. It has the effect of re-energizing ourselves, 
and is a positive net energy gain. 

2) Sharing also brought into in sharper focus how it feels when 
we miss the mark. 
I loved that there was not much self judgement, just noticing the 
places where we felt caught in pettiness or holding back of support. 
Here the effect is of energetic drain, of feeling more tired, more gray 
inside, depressing. It doesn’t feel life supporting. 

This led into the theme of the talk, which was: 

CULTIVATING THE PRECEPTS IS ENLIGHTENED SELF INTEREST.  
IT FEELS GOOD. 

In the dhamma, the Pali word sila is used, sila being virtue, or the 
integration of living with integrity and non harm. Virtue can be a loaded 
term in our Judeo-Christian culture, leading to self judgement and guilt 
when we are not perfect. Being perfect, not making mistakes, or 



fulfilling some ego ideal is NOT the means or objective in the dharma, 
indeed, it would be a falling off the path. Here the word sila has none 
of that baggage. 

In the Visuddhi Maggha, or the Path of Purification, purification of 
virtue (sila) is the first stage. 

Cultivating sila is for our own self benefit, not to be goody two shoes. 
We suffer when we don’t align with sila, and benefit when we do. 
  
This is always the start of any spiritual path: seeing that life and practice go 
hand in hand. Our life must be in alignment with our spiritual practice, and 
life and practice cannot be separated form each other. Meditation practice is 
rather meaningless by itself, the point is to have our practice permeate our 
living. 

Our basic tools here are: 

  - the  precepts: intentions of non-harm 

  - Eight fold path / sila component: right livelihood, right speech, right 
action. (Next class, we’ll look at right livelihood) 

   There are two reasons we begin with purification of virtue. The first is 
that, ultimately, this purification is about producing joy and peace in our 
everyday lives. As the lines of the Dhammapada state: 

 Speak or act with an impure mind and trouble will 
follow you, as the wheel follows the ox that draws the 
cart... 
Speak or act with a pure mind and happiness will 
follow you  as your shadow, unshakeable. 

  At the end of a long description of  why we cultivate virtuous behavior, 
the Buddha talks about the result of virtue being the  “bliss of metta”. This 
phrase captured me. It feels good inside when you’re able to be helpful or 
offer assistance or support to someone else, that full heart feeling of being 
able to offer service and be helpful. 



 There’s a reason Ann Landers always recommended volunteering to 
readers who were mired in their own suffering.  

Offering your speech and actions with loving intention in a skillful way 
brings compassion, balance, and happiness. It brings bliss.  

CULTIVATING SILA = CULTIVATING HAPPINESS AND JOY 

   In the anapanasati sutta, the set of 16 graduated meditation 
instructions, right after breath and body centeredness, the first instructions, 
before starting the insight process, are to connect with happiness and joy.  

 The implication is that we cannot truly find insight and liberation apart 
from our innate happiness and joy.  Practice does and needs to feel good. 
It’s not about self flagellation or judgement. 

Here we’re defining happiness as the personal emotion of well being, and 
joy as an impersonal characteristic of the ground of being.  

When we’re in the moment, what opens up is a sense of peace and joy, 
release and relaxation, that all is well. Many beginners remark of feeling a 
sense of space and release from stress in their first meditation experience. 
It’s a feeling of coming back home to the center of oneself and seeing that, 
in the center, we are good and all is well. 

I shared last night about a release from an old story around my family 
situation that I’ve been stuck in for years. In a conversation with my sister 
about it, I found myself defending my viewpoint with my story of all that had 
happened. Seeing how frozen my story was, that the identification with it left 
me very few options for responding. At some point awareness saw all this 
clearly: wow, I am really stuck, there is no positive way forward with this… 
and suddenly, out of nowhere, it (the story) simply let go of me. It took my 
breath away. The suffering had been seen enough times that a force had 
developed outside of the ego identified mind that simply lifted it. It felt like 
grace, and the inner freedom was a rush of energy and renewal. 

 Without that story, my family are simply people that I have all possible 
responses to and possibilities with. It literally came from the beyond, the 
experience of cessation of suffering. 



 The Egyptian cosmology holds a meaningful clue to all this. When you 
died, you went to the goddess Ma’at, who was the keeper of the soul gate. 
Ma’at held a scale in one hand, and a feather in the other. When you met 
her after death, your heart was placed on one side of the scale, and the 
feather in the other. If your heart was heavier than the feather, you needed 
to come back and learn in another lifetime. We cannot ‘progress’ to the next 
world, or to the ‘end’ of the path, unless our hearts are light and we know 
joy. 

  Secondarily, from our own life experience, we know how the mind will 
not settle into practice and mindfulness when we feel guilt and regret, or are 
troubled by our words and actions.  

 This cultivation happens on the mundane level, as part of the first 
turning of the wheel. It doesn’t free us in itself, but it aligns our mind, 
emotions, hearts, and living with what will naturally arise when the 
identification with a self drops away and we are centered in pure 
awareness.  

 In our dyad exercise, we looked at our own memories of experiencing sila 
to see if happiness here is true for us. Part of the reason for this is 
exploratory, to remember what happiness feels like. 

 The other object was to set a template of what to focus on in our thoughts. 
What we focus on tends to expand. When we set as a conscious focus the 
feeling of happiness that comes from skillful actions, we tend to experience 
it more. We also become more able to see the skillful actions of others well, 
which we tend to overlook or minimize when we are in negativity. 

SO WHAT ABOUT THE TIMES WE MISS THE MARK? 
We also have many times where we see ourselves not able to align 
with our inner wisdom and compassion. 
Actually, mindfulness makes this more painful, we watch ourselves 
say and do the thing we don’t want to do in slow motion, frame by 
frame. This is anything but easy. 

However, this is exactly where insight thrives. Enlightenment does not 
come from pleasant experience, but from being equally present with 
unpleasant states. 



What if, instead of beating ourselves up when we come up short of our 
intentions, we start to look at those places with interest and curiosity? 

Not to ‘figure out”, but to notice. 

 Trusting that the noticing will eventually open the door where instead 
of us letting go of stressful thoughts and beliefs, they begin to let go of 
us. 

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

HOMEWORK: 

 Keep working with the precepts in whatever way feels alive for you. 
 A) When you find yourself missing the mark, notice that it is 
happening. Notice what thoughts arise, what the energetic experience 
is. 
 B) When you are able to align with the precepts, notice that. What 
thoughts what energetic experience arises. 

 Put all your eggs in the noticing basket. Don’t try to fix. 


