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The Importance of Moral Precepts
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A lecture by Bhikshu Jin Yong at Gold Coast Dharma Realm, Australia on October 16, 2016
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1. Being Mindful of Moral Precepts Brings Us Close to the Way
Today we will discuss the importance of the precepts. First, let us
take a look at Section 37 of the Suzra in Forty-two Sections. This
sutra is very important in Chinese Buddhist history because it was
the first sutra brought to China. It arrived in the first century.
Most sections of the Forty-two Sections are very short. In Section
37, the Buddha instructed the Bhikshus: “My disciples may be
several thousand miles away from me, but if they are mindful of
my moral precepts, they will certainly attain the fruition of the
Way.” In contrast, “If those who are by my side do not follow my
moral precepts, they may often see me, but they will never attain
the Way.” Therefore, the physical distance from the Buddha is not
important; what is important is whether or not we observe the
precepts. As long as we observe the precepts, we will certainly attain
fruition no matter how far away we may be from the Buddha.
There were two Bhikshus who lived very far away from the
Buddha. One day they decided to visit the Buddha. They had to
pass through a desert; unfortunately they ran out of water in the
middle of the desert. Luckily they saw a human skull with some
water in it; however, bugs were swimming in the water. If they

drank the water, they would kill the bugs and break the precepts;
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on the other hand, they would die of thirst if they did not drink the
water.

One Bhikshu said: “We'd better drink some water; otherwise, we
will die and won’t be able to see the Buddha.” So he drank some. The
other Bhikshu insisted on not drinking the water, and he soon died.
After three days, the first Bhikshu arrived at where the Buddha was.
When the Buddha asked him how the trip was, the Bhikshu related
to the Buddha what happened. The Buddha then called a person to
come out, and said: “Here is your fellow Bhikshu who died of thirst.
However, he ascended to the heaven immediately after his death
because he observed the precepts purely. With his spiritual power,
he came to see me right away and realized the Way after hearing
the Dharma I explained to him.” This story illustrates clearly the

importance of observing the precepts.

2. Take the precepts as our teacher

When the Buddha was about to enter Nirvana, the Venerable
Ananda asked the Buddha four important questions. One of them
was related to the precepts. He asked the Buddha: “Whom shall we
take as our teacher after you enter Nirvana?” When Buddha was
in the world, of course he was the teacher of all his disciples; but
after Buddha entered Nirvana, who would become the disciples’
teacher? This is a very important question. The Buddha’s answer was
quite simple: “Take the precepts as your teacher.” We should all take
precepts as our teacher, the same way we took the Buddha as our
teacher when he was in the world.

The Sutra on the Buddhas Bequeathed Teaching says the same
thing. When the Buddha was about to enter Nirvana, he instructed
his disciples: “All of you Bhikshus! After my Nirvana, you should
revere and honor the Pratimoksa. It is like finding a light in darkness,
or like a poor person obtaining a treasure.” Pratimoksa means
liberation, and here the Buddha was talking about the Bhikshu
precepts. The Buddha continued, “You should know that it is your
great teacher, and is not different from my actual presence in the
world.”

“The precepts are the foundation of liberation; therefore they
are called the Pratimoksa. By relying on the precepts, you will attain
samadhis and the wisdom to end suffering. Hence, you Bhikshus

should uphold the precepts purely and never violate them.”

3. Three Practices to End Outflows

The three practices to end outflows are precepts, samadhi and
wisdom. In the Shurangama Sutra, the Buddha said: “To contain
the mind is precepts; samadhi arises from precepts, and wisdom
is revealed out of samadhi.” So, practitioners should first observe

the precepts. But what are the precepts? Precepts are to watch your
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mind, contain it and not let it wander. By observing the precepts,
you will enter samadhi. And wisdom will then be revealed out of
samadhi. In contrast, if you do not observe the precepts, you will
not enter samadhi. And wisdom will not be revealed. Therefore, the

precepts are very important.

4. Precepts: The source of all Buddhas and the seed of the
Buddha Nature

The Preface of Brahma Net Sutra says: “The precious radiant vajra
precepts are the source of all Buddhas, the source of all Bodhisattvas,
and the seed of the Buddha nature.” The precious radiant vajra
precepts mean the Bodhisattva precepts. The Bodhisattva precepts
are the source of all Buddhas and Bodhisattvas and the seed of
the Buddha nature. The Preface continues, “Precepts are like the
brilliant sun and moon, also like a luminescent necklace of gems;
Bodhisattvas as many as particles of dust become Buddhas because
of them.” Only by observing the Bodhisattva precepts, can one
become a Buddha; one can never become a Buddha otherwise.
“Upon receiving the Buddha’s precepts, beings enter the position
of Buddhas. With the same position as the Greatly Awakened One,
they truly are the Buddhas’ disciples.” The Greatly Awakened One
is the Buddha. After you have received the Bodhisattva precepts,

you have the same status as the Buddhas and are ready to become

a Buddha.

5. Precepts: The foundation of Buddhahood

In Roll 6 of the Avatamsaka Sutra, Mafijusri Bodhisattva said:
“Precepts are the foundation of Supreme Bodhi, one thus should
observe the precepts purely. Those who observe the precepts purely
will be praised by all Buddhas.” The Supreme Bodhi is Buddhahood,
so precepts are the foundation of Buddhahood.

In the Great Parinirvina Sutra, the Buddha said: “Although all
beings have the Buddha Nature, they must uphold the precepts in
order to reveal it. When their Buddha Nature is revealed, beings
will attain the supreme, equal, and right awakening.” The supreme,
equal, and right awakening is Buddhas' awakening. Every living
being, including even small insects such as ants, has the Buddha
nature. However, the Buddha nature won'’t be revealed until one
observes the precepts. Once the Buddha nature is revealed, one will
become a Buddha.

6. The importance of the Five Precepts

Next, let us take a look at the importance of the Five Precepts.
Great Master Ou Yi said: “The Five Precepts are the father of all
Buddhas in the past, present and future. Relying on Five Precepts,
all Buddhas are born.” In the Upasakas Five Precepts Sutra, the
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Buddha’s father requested the Dharma from the Buddha, implying
that the Five Precepts are the Buddha’s father. So, don’t overlook the

importance of the Five Precepts.

7. The Five Precepts: The foundation for being a human or god
and the foundation of all precepts.
If one wants to be reborn as a human or a god in the future, one must
at least observe the Five Precepts. In the Agama Sutra, the Buddha
said: “An upasaka who upholds one precept will be reborn at a good
place in the heavens, let alone if he upholds two, three, four or five
precepts!” By observing just one precept, you can be reborn in the
heavens. The more precepts you observe, the better place you will be
reborn to.

The Five Precepts are the foundation of all precepts. The Eight
Precepts, Ten Novice Precepts, Bhikshu Precepts and Bodhisattva

Precepts are all built from the Five Precepts.

8. Preceptee-Protecting Spirits

The Venerable Master said: “For each one of the Five Precepts you
uphold, there are five protecting spirits. If you uphold all five precepts,
twenty-five spirits will protect you at all times so that every disaster
will turn into auspiciousness. However, if you break the precepts,
these spirits will run away. That is why upholding the precepts is so
important.”

In the Sutra of Four Heavenly Kings, the Buddha told his disciples
the same thing: “Lord Shakra...sends out good spirits to protect
human beings. The number of spirits sent depends on how many
precepts people uphold. For those upholding one precept, he orders
five spirits to protect them. For those upholding all five precepts,
he orders twenty-five spirits to guard their doors; their misfortunes,
illnesses, and so forth will be extinguished. They will have no
nightmares. Officials, robbers, flood, fire, disasters, and so forth will

not be able to harm them.”

9. Precepts: A Monastic’s Life
What makes monastics different from the laity are the precepts. Once
you have received the monastic precepts, you become a monastic;
otherwise, you remain a lay person. No one is born a monastic; only
after receiving the monastic precepts does one become a monastic.
Monastics line up according to their precept age rather than biological
age.

The difference between novices and Bhikshus is also based on the
precepts; the former observe ten precepts and the latter two hundred

and fifty precepts.

10. What does it take to keep the Dharma in the world?
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The Dharma depends on the Sangha to spread. The Buddha-
dharma will disappear if there is no Sangha in the world. That
is why it is very important to become a monastic. I would like
to encourage everyone to become a monastic as soon as the
conditions are ripe so that the Dharma will continue to exist in
the world.

What does it take to keep the Dharma in the world? An
eminent Vinaya master said: “It takes only five Bhikshus who
uphold the precepts purely” Why is it so? In general, ten
Bhikshus are required to preside over the Bhikshu ordination.
Why only five then? It is because the Buddha compassionately
allowed five Bhikshus to transmit the Bhikshu precepts in areas
where Bhikshus are scarce. Once the Bhikshu ordination is held,
a new generation of Bhikshus will be born and the Dharma will
continue. Without new Bhikshus, the Dharma will disappear

from the world after the older Bhikshus are gone.

11. The Buddha’s best inheritance for Rahula
Sometime after the Buddha became enlightened, he led his
disciples to visit his home country. His former wife, Princess
Yasodhara, pointed to the Buddha and said to her seven-year-old
son Rahula: “That is your father, Rahula. Go and ask him for
your inheritance.” Following his mother’s instruction, innocent
Rahula went to the Buddha and asked for his inheritance. The
Buddha then thought that the best inheritance for Rahula would
be to ordain him. So the Buddha instructed Venerable Sariputra
to ordain Rahula as a novice monk.

Similarly, the best gift that a monastic can give laypeople is
to transmit the precepts to them. Wednesday morning we will
transmit the Eight Precepts here. If you would like to receive this

most special gift, please come.

12. How do you tell if someone is a good spiritual teacher?

There are many people teaching Dharma in the world now. How
do you tell which one is a good spiritual teacher and which one
is not? One yardstick is to observe whether a teacher observes
the precepts purely or not. If not, youd better not study the
Dharma with him. In the Dharma-ending age, there are many
teachers teaching the wrong Dharma. I think this is a simple and
yet important criterion for us to be able to tell which teacher is a

good one to follow and which one is not.

13. Not Upholding the Precepts is the End of Dharma
The Venerable Master said: “If you understand the precepts, you
will be able to enter deeply the entirety of the Buddha-dharma.

Otherwise, you will be like clouds drifting everywhere, without
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any foundation.” He further said: “Both the monastics and laity should
uphold the precepts. When the monastics or laity do not uphold the
precepts, it is the end of Dharma. Even when the Dharma is still in
the world, if you don’t uphold the precepts, the end of Dharma will
begin from you.” He further said: “Only people can spread the Dharma;
however, it must be based on the precepts. Precepts are the foundation

of Buddhahood.”

14. Response from Reciting the Shurangama Mantra
The Shurangama Mantra has 554 lines, and the Venerable Master wrote
a verse for each line to explain its meaning. When explaining line 24, he
said: “The most important thing about reciting the Shurangama Mantra
is that you must uphold the precepts purely. If you don’t uphold the
precepts, no matter how hard you practice, there will be no response. If
you can uphold the precepts and have no jealousy, no obstructiveness,
no greed, no anger and no delusion, then you'll attain great response
and great benefit when you recite the Shurangama Mantra.”

I hope that the above discussions have convinced you of the

importance of the precepts.

15. Questions and Answers
Question 1: Does telling white lies break the precepts?
Answer: It all depends on the situation. The following is a very famous
story: One day, the Buddha saw a baby crawling towards a well and was
about to fall into it. The Buddha did not have time to grab the baby, so
he stuck out one hand and said to the baby: “Do you want candy? I have
candy in my hand.” Upon hearing that, the baby immediately turned
around. Did Buddha have candy in his hand? Of course not. Do you
think the Buddha broke the precepts?
Question 2: There is a monastic who does not uphold the precepts well,
but my family members follow him. The Bodhisattva precepts do not
allow laypeople to discuss monastics’ faults. How can I help my family
members? Can I point out their teacher’s faults to them?
Answer: We just talked abouta good yardstick to tell if someone is a good
spiritual teacher is to see if he upholds the precepts purely. One simple
answer to your question is: You need not tell your family members that
their teacher does not follow the precepts. You may suggest to them to
observe whether or not their teacher follows the precepts, and let them
decide themselves if they want to continue to learn from that teacher.
One reason the Bodhisattva precepts do not allow laypeople to
discuss monastics’ faults is that sometimes sages may appear to break
the precepts; in fact, however, they do not and behave in a certain way
to teach.The following is an interesting story: Chan Master Zhi-Gong
ate cooked pigeons every day, and yet he could spit out the pigeons
alive and able to fly away. If we criticized him when we saw him eating
pigeons, we would mistakenly accuse a sage. So it is better not to discuss

things that we don’t truly understand. %





