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Sutra:

“If a good man or a good woman, for the sake of anuttara-
samyaksambodhi, were to practice the five paramitas—dana paramita,
sila paramita, kshanti paramita, virya paramita, and dhyana
paramita; all except prajna paramita—throughout eighty myriads
of millions of nayutas of eons, the merit and virtue he or she would
derive if compared with that of the previous person’s would not come
to a hundredth part, nor to a thousandth, nor to a hundred thousand
myriad millionth part, nor could it be known by resort to calculation
or analogy.”

Commentary:

Now here we are given an analogy for the measureless merit and virtue. If a
good man or a good woman, who cultivates the five precepts and practices
the ten good deeds, were, throughout eighty myriads of millions of
nayutas of eons, to practice the five paramitas... Paramita is a Sanskrit
word. It means “arrived at the other shore.” One goes from this shore of
birth and death, through the massive current of afflictions, to the other
shore, which is nirvana. What are the five paramitass Dana paramita.
Dana means “giving.” There are three kinds of giving:

1. The Giving of Wealth
2. The Giving of Dharma
3. The Giving of Fearlessness

As to the Giving of Wealth, there is inner wealth and outer wealth.
Inner wealth refers to one’s head, brains, bones, and marrow. Outer wealth
refers to one’s country, cities, spouse, and children—all belongings and
loved ones. You practice giving your country, possessions, house, land, and
treasures; even your spouse can be given. An example of the Giving of
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Dharma is the present lectures being given on the Dharma. The Giving of
Fearlessness takes place when one helps those who are afraid, by comforting
them and making them feel secure.

Sila paramita: Sila means “precepts” and sila paramita means “holding
precepts.” In Buddhism, the precepts are very important. In order to leave
home to be a Bhikshu or a Bhikshuni, one must take the precepts. If one
hasn’t taken the complete precepts, one cannot be called a Bhikshu or a
Bhikshuni. It is said,

When living beings take the Buddha’s precepts,

They enter the position of all the Buddhas.

Their position is the same as the greatly Enlightened One.
They may be called true disciples of the Buddha.

If one can receive the Buddha’s precepts, then no matter what kind of
living being one is, one has a chance to become a Buddha. “If one doesn’t
take the precepts, can one become a Buddha?” you ask. It’s very difficult.
The chance of it happening is small. And so in Buddhism, great emphasis
is placed on the precepts. On Zhongnan Mountain in China, the Vinaya
Master Daoxuan held his precepts so purely that the gods were moved, and
every day they brought him his one meal taken at noon. He was offered the
food of the gods. That was a result of his strict morality.

Upon taking the Buddha’s precepts, one gains the same position as the
Buddha and may be called a real disciple of the Buddha. Now to study the
Buddhadharma, one must take and keep the Buddha’s precepts. Those who
keep the precepts can't be lax and just do whatever they feel like doing.
Keeping the precepts just means following the rules. The laypeople have
the Five Precepts. They can also take the Eight Precepts or the Ten Major
and Forty-eight Minor Precepts. Those who have left home take the Ten
Shramanera Precepts, the 250 Bhikshu Precepts, or the 348 Bhikshuni
Precepts.

The gods will revere a person who is pure in keeping the precepts.
That’s why the gods brought food to Vinaya Master Daoxuan. If you are
strict about keeping the precepts, all the ghosts and spirits will bow and
pay respect when they see you. Therefore, it’s very important to keep the
precepts. Precepts are just for the purpose of “stopping evil and preventing
transgression.” They insure that one does no evil but does all manner of
good deeds.

Once one has taken the precepts, however, one must keep the precepts.
You must not break the precepts. If you break the precepts, it’s as if you
have sprung a leak in your life raft—you are headed for the bottom of the
sea. If you take the precepts but fail to keep them, you will fall into the
three evil paths—hells, animals, hungry ghosts. If you do not intend to
break the precepts, but some other cause or condition causes you to do so
unintentionally, then it’s excusable. Precepts are talked about in terms of
exceptions, rules, maintenance, and violation. There are many fine points
to the precepts, which everyone should look into in detail.
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