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The Unending Treasury of Precepts (continuea)
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Heng Yun Shi: The Three Collections of Precepts indicate that Bodhisattvas
want to benefit beings. Those who hold the Bodhisattva Precepts must, in
addition to benefiting themselves, also benefit others. “Collection” can be
described as “gathered together” and it indicates that those who hold the
Bodhisattva Precepts must try to embody all three aspects. In India there
is a fruit that grows in a cluster of three fruits on one stem. It’s a graphic
illustration of what the Bodhisattva Precepts are like. With the Bodhisattva
Precepts, we are not just cutting off evil, we go a step further to cultivate
goodness, and beyond that to benefit beings.

Every day at the midday meal we chant: I vow to cut off evil; I vow to
do all good; I vow to save beings. Actually, each time we chant that, we
are expressing the essence of the Bodhisattva Precepts! We who study and
practice Buddhadharma cultivate our minds through every part of our daily
activities and transcend every one of them, even taking of the daily meal
becomes a lofty and meaningful experience in which we can benefit beings.

What do precepts involving discipline entail? At the very minimum,
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they require that we don’t do anything bad and that we practice doing good
deeds. Beyond that we should be enlarge our minds and help other beings.
The version of the precepts that those early disciples received—which now
only monastics receive are the Brahma Net Sutra’s Ten Major and Forty-eight
Minor Precepts. A passage from that version says: “A Bodhisattva should not
personally kill, tell someone else to kill, expediently kill, praise killing, enjoy
watching killing, or use mantras to kill. One should not create a cause for
killing, conditions for killing, methods of killing, or the karma of killing. One
should not deliberately kill any creature.” This passage states clearly that under
no circumstance whatsoever can we kill—can we take another’s life. This is an
example of a precept involving discipline.

The precepts passage continues: “A Bodhisattva should always have kind
thoughts, filial thoughts, and should expediently rescue and protect all
beings.” That means we must think of ways to help others. We can do this
by protecting lives and liberating lives. If someone is having difficulty or is in
danger, we should help him or her. Such actions belong to precepts involving
benefiting beings. When we receive the Bodhisattva Precepts, we don't just
cut off evil, we also cultivate goodness and we benefit beings. We gather in the
precepts involving discipline, the precepts involving good dharmas, and the
precepts involving benefiting beings. We cannot be deficient in any of these
three.

Heng Chih Shi continues the explanation:

The Master explained precepts involving good dharmas as particularly
applying to each of us as individuals. The precepts of benefiting beings is
directed at helping others and those are a bit different from these. Applying to
each of us doesn’t mean being selfish. As Buddhists, we have made a lifetime
commitment to being vessels for the Dharma. Whether one is a monastic or
a layperson, we are all disciples of the Buddha and as such we should use our
talents and skills for the sake of Buddhism. We should reinforce our good
dharmas, meaning we should work to improve our abilities.

Precepts involving discipline are designed to help us get rid of our weak
point. An example of a precept involving benefiting beings is the twentieth
minor precept that tells us to liberate the living. Precepts involving discipline
outline what we should not do. Precepts involving good dharmas and benefiting
beings tell us what we should do. If we do not do these, then we are violating

those precepts. So you see that these precepts involve “doing” and “not doing.”

What are the precepts of non-reception? These Bodhisattvas do not
receive or practice any of the precepts of external paths. Of their own
nature they are vigorous, and they respectfully uphold the equal and pure
precepts of all Buddhas, Thus Come Ones, throughout the three periods

of time.

As to precepts of non-reception, the Master’s rhetorical question is: “Is
this telling us to not receive the Bodhisattva Precepts? To not receive the Five

Precepts?” No, of course not! It refers to certain precepts held by those in
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externalist paths. Strange ones. Most externalist paths are non-ultimate, so if
they set up some special rules, it’s likely those are not aimed at Buddhism’s final
goal—that of becoming Buddhas ourselves. So the particular meaning that
Forest of Merit and Virtue Bodhisattva is trying to get across in this chapter
about precepts of non-reception is to not receive the precepts of externalist
paths; receive the Buddhist precepts. And it includes that after receiving the
precepts, we uphold them diligently. So on that day in the Chinatown park
when I battled with myself, one of the questions was about vigor. At first I may
hold the precepts diligently, but after a year will I still be able to do that a year
later, or five years later, or ten years later. In holding the Buddhist precepts, we
must resolve to be constant.

The Master says: “It’s not that the Bodhisattvas don’t receive the Buddha’s
precepts; it’s that they do not receive the precepts of externalist paths. The
mandates and restraints of externalist precepts are not ultimate. Thus,

Bodhisattvas do not practice the precepts of externalists.”
50 To be continued



