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"Not to do evil, to cultivate
good, to purify one’s mind — this is
the teaching of the Buddhas.”

- The Buddha®-



SyIvia Bay has been studying and practising Buddha's teaching since 1992. She

graduated with a B.A. (Hons) First Class, in Buddhist Studies, from the Buddhist and
Pali University of Sri Lanka in 2000 and and taught at the Buddhist and Pali College
(Singapore) from 2001 to 2014. Sylvia is well versed in Buddhist history and doctrines
and is known as an insightful speaker on the practical application of the Buddha's
teachings in daily life. She speaks at various Buddhist centres in Singapore, Malaysia
and Australia. Sylvia also holds a B.Soc.Sci (Hons), National University of Singapore
and a Masters in International Public Policy, School of Advanced International

Studies, Johns Hopkins.

Sylvia published her first book in May 2014, "Between The Lines: An Analytical
Appreciation of Buddha's Life" and the Combined Book Edition comprising Volume 1
and Volume 2 was published in 2017. She is now in the midst of writing her second

book, "Towards The Light".



Once there was a conversation between Buddha and his first cousin, Mahanama.

Mahanama wanted to know what would happen to him if he were to die in an
accident with his mind "muddled"? Where would his rebirth destination be? Buddha
assured him that because his mind had been "fortified" by the five mental states, he
would be fine. He would "go upwards... go to distinction," i.e., the heavens. The five
mental states highlighted by Buddha were faith (saddha), morality (sila), learning

(suta), generosity (caga) and wisdom (pafina).

My forthcoming book is titled Towards the Light. The book will explore these
five mental states, covering in detail answers to the following questions: What are
they, according to the suttas? Why are they important? How do they contribute to
happiness in this life? How do they support our mind at death? And how to properly

cultivate these mental states so that our mind is "fortified" for a good rebirth?

May you all find joy in reading and learning the Dhamma!
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There are various levels of understanding the term morality. At one level, as defined by
Oxford dictionary, morality refers to “principles concerning the distinction between right and
wrong or good and bad behaviour.”> Here we are trying to understand what behaviours are
approved of and encouraged and others considered wrong and discouraged, and why so. At
another level, as defined by Collins, morality is “a system of principles and values concerning
people’s behaviour, which is generally accepted by a society.”3 In other words, society’s
values and culture form an important basis for why certain behaviours are considered right
and approved of.

What is often left unsaid is that there is actually a strong element of pragmatism in
morality. Man and society consider morality desirable and to be upheld because it helps to
constrain Man’s basic negative impulses, namely, greed, anger and his capacity for violence
and cruelty. Man’s fearsome capacity often lies dormant until under the ‘right’ conditions
when it can and will surge to the fore to inflict pain and wreak havoc in pursuit of his selfish
desires and pleasure. If Man acts purely by self-serving instincts, society will inevitably
collapse because he will fight in total disregard for other’s welfare and feelings to secure his
share of society’s finite resources. If everybody combats in zero-sum terms, there would be
total social, political and economic collapse and complete chaos.

So since time immemorial, Man has recognised the need to balance his desires and self-
interests with what is fundamentally good for communal well-being: peace, security,
economic growth and happiness. When society upholds morality, everyone, including the
weak and vulnerable, is safe and protected. Society thrives and progresses and the outcome
is public good. When society loses its moral compass, everyone, and not just society’s most
helpless, is a potential victim. Thus, all functioning societies will subscribe to upholding
morality for it is about protecting what is important and valued: life, property, loved ones
and the pursuit of happiness.

That is why all major religions have very similar core moral tenets about what isimmoral,
which essentially boils down to ‘don’t kill, don't steal, don’t commit adultery and don't lie’.
Across time and space, societies also generally share consensus on what are desirable moral
qualities and what are not. Being kind and compassionate is desirable, being mean and cruel
is not. Looking after your parents, fulfilling your responsibilities, being an upright member of
society, are all applauded while lacking piety, being irresponsible, taking advantage of
others, are all frowned upon.
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Sila features prominently in Buddha's teaching. In numerous discourses, Buddha had
described the critical importance of cultivating sila because it was essential for happiness in
life and non-negotiable for spiritual progress. One without sila is fundamentally unhappy. He
may have perverted delight and some measure of thrill from satisfying his greed or even
anger, but that pleasure is short-lived. Deep down he is never truly happy. His unwholesome
mind would not be truly at peace and can never enjoy any real and meaningful spiritual
breakthrough.

But what is sila? The word has usually been translated into English as ‘morality’. While
this is correct, it is incomplete. In ordinary context, sila is about moral or immoral actions,
which is the first level conventional definition of morality. On this score, Buddha had
prescribed long lists of both the meritorious actions that should be performed and the
immoral ones that should be avoided. They are commonly called the moral precepts, the ten
meritorious deeds and ten unwholesome acts. In this context, when the worldling observes
sila, he avoids hurting others even as he satisfies his own desires, interests and feelings.
Conversely, if he is completely self-absorbed and acts in total disregard for the feelings and
well-being of others, he is ignoring sila.

Sila is not just about conduct, it also refers to motivations or intentions behind an action.
If an action is motivated by evil intentions, i.e., greed, anger and delusion, it is unwholesome
(akusala) regardless of the outcome. And actions motivated by akusala will lead to pain and
suffering for oneself and for another. Conversely, actions motivated by wholesome (kusala)
intentions are sila regardless of the outcome. Wholesome intentions will lead to the doer
experiencing happiness.

But Buddha’s teaching on sila goes beyond just conventional notions of morality, which
is mostly about not hurting another in the pursuit of one’s interests. Quite unique to
Buddhism, sila is also about cultivating virtues or purity necessary for spiritual development
and ultimate enlightenment and liberation, namely Nibbdna.* Used in this context, sila refers
to taming the average mind'’s unskilful mental habits. These include mental states that are
not necessarily immoral but are obstructive to spiritual progress. Those mental states include
sense desire, sloth and torpor, restlessness, worry, impatience, pride, perplexity and
insecurity. They prevent the mind from achieving rapture, peace and tranquillity; which are
necessary conditions for the arising of such profound clarity and awareness that enables the
mind to discern for itself how it actually works.

Incidentally, sila in Buddha's teaching is for one to exercise self-restraint and not to cast
judgement on others. In fact, being self-righteous is the antithesis of being sila. The mind of
one who is sanctimonious is narrow, petty, hard and probably full of ill-will. That's a lot of
pain and suffering.
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There is a celebrated verse in the Dhammapada that neatly sums up the Buddhist code of
moral conduct and it goes like this: “"Not to do evil, to cultivate good, to purify one’s mind —
this is the teaching of the Buddhas”.> It reflects two levels of practice. The first level is about
holding the morality line: to avoid actions that cause harm or pain and to perform those that
promote well-being. The second and higher level of practice is about purifying our mind and
keeping it free from the basic defilements of sense desires and anger.®

1. Avoid Evil

If you look at your own mind, you might notice that for the most part it is almost
instinctively self-centred and territorial. When things are going your way, you feel confident,
your mood is good, your mind is positive. But it is so easy for the mind to turn negative: get
upset, be jealous, be petty, worry, nit-pick, whine and complain and so on. Therefore, we
need to be careful to guard against unwholesomeness and not let the mind slide willy-nilly
into bad habits.

(A) The Five Precepts (Panca Sila)

Amongst the first things that lay Buddhists are encouraged to observe is a set of five
moral precepts.” They are recited as follows: "I choose to undertake the precept to abstain

from...”
1. taking the lives of living beings;®
2. takingthings not given;®
3. sexual misconduct;*
4. false speech;* and
5. takingintoxicants that cause heedlessness.**

It is important to note that the above precepts are not divine directives forced upon its
followers. It is clear from the wording of the precept that upholding it is voluntary, not
obligatory. On the scale of morality practices, these precepts are a relatively low bar; one
would be guilty of causing some kind of grief, pain or suffering to another if one falls below
this bar. Therefore, for one who calls himself a disciple of the Buddha, upholding the precepts
is really the least that he should do, morally.
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i. About the Precept of Not Taking Lives

This first precept appears to be quite straightforward. If you have the intention to kill
another and he dies, either by your hand or by another’s at your instigation, you are guilty of
killing.®3 In fact, one would have broken this precept when one merely speaks in favour of
killing. Buddha said that when “one encourages others to destroy life”, or “approves of the
destruction of life” or “speaks in praise of the destruction of life”, one has committed killing.*4

At first glance, it would seem straightforward enough to appreciate the importance of
this precept. We accept almost instinctively that taking a life is wrong. So what is the
dilemma? It is not over killing per se, but over the motivations for and circumstances of the
killing. Premeditated murder motivated by greed or anger is deemed wicked and immoral
and therefore clearly wrong. But what about killing in self-defence? Killing done by the state
i.e., capital punishment, in the name of justice? What about euthanasia, abortion of a
defective foetus, suicide, martyrdom for the greater good and so on?

To be clear, any volitional, deliberate and conscious act with intention to end a life is
breaking the first precept, regardless of whether or not death occurred. There is no
ambiguity about what constitute breaking the precept of killing, whatever the
considerations, circumstances or justifications. Even in genuine cases of euthanasia, where
the act is often underpinned by wholesome thoughts such as love and compassion for the
dying patient, pulling that plug is still breaking the precept of killing.

So, if for whatever reasons you still feel that you have to take that life, then be reconciled
in your mind why you have to do it. If you are clear and honest about your motivations being
entirely wholesome, then let that be your sacrifice for another. Do not be obsessed about
looking for loopholes in the definition of killing. There is none. Instead, forgive yourself. Take
quiet comfort in your wholesome motivations: be it love or compassion, generosity (because
that is your sacrifice to give up something you hold on to) and so on. And then do not dwell
on the killing. Move on.

ii. About the Precept of Taking Things Not Given

The second precept has often been shortened to read 'no stealing’. But Buddha's
conception of wrongdoing here is actually stricter than the usual legal definition of stealing.
The literal translation from the Pali is ‘adinnadana’ which literally means ‘taking things that
had not been given'. Therefore an act as innocuous as commandeering office stationery for
personal use or taking something from common property may not constitute stealing under
the law but would be considered a breach of this precept. Buddha had also said that even
encouraging another to steal or just speaking in support of theft is breaking the precept.*

Buddha was not hair-splitting. The key point about upholding this precept is containing
greed. As long as you take something that does not belong to you because you wanted it,
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regardless of its value and ownership status, it is breaking this precept. The issue is not about
ownership but that you have greed strong enough to compel you to act on it. Greed is
insidious.*® If you allow greed to take root in your mind, it will fester, strengthen and
eventually overwhelm your mind. Therefore you must stand firm about not yielding even an
inch to greed, for once you make any allowance, what will it take before you cross the line
completely? The only way to weaken greed is to not entertain even the slightest thought of
it. Do not look for ownership loopholes or make any logical justification why it is okay to take.
Such thoughts would only feed greed.

iii. About the Precept of No Sexual Misconduct

Buddha had said that one breaks this precept on no sexual misconduct when he has sex
with an underage person, a nun or one in spiritual training, a married or engaged woman or
one prohibited by the state.” This is the only precept where Buddha had laid clear
parameters, i.e., a list of women that one should not have sex with. Even so, we should note
the spirit of the precept and not just the letter.

This precept is not about a list of touch-nots but about not causing harm, pain and
suffering to others in one’s quest for carnal gratification. Any action that involves the use of
force on and/or intimidation of another for sex would count as breaking this precept. Those
actions would include rape, molestation or paedophilia. Sex with an underage partner, even
if consensual, is breaking this precept because that would be taking advantage of another’s
innocence or vulnerability for personal gratification. If you deliberately lie and cheat your way
to another’s bed, that is also breaking this precept. And this precept would apply to both
genders, not just to men.

But the precept is silent about sexual orientation such as homosexuality and pre-marital
sex. These remain the subject of inconclusive debate amongst Buddhist scholars and leaders.
Some teachers may conflate their own values with the spirit of this precept which is really
about no harmful carnal gratification. The precept does not make value judgement on social
mores. Buddha would not have done that because if he had been totally strict about best
practices, he would have insisted on celibacy (which he did for the monks). Sex in any sense
of the word is about lust and gratification, which is the epitome of greed. But he recognised
that sex and procreation are nature’s forces for regeneration and it was neither practical nor
feasible to preclude sex completely for the lay community.

Therefore, how could the rest of us nit-pick about right and wholesome sex as long as it
is between two consenting and thinking adults? We would really be imposing our values on
another. The advice on this is to go with your conscience. Go by the principle of empathy,
i.e., just as you do not wish to be hurt, do not hurt another. If we push this empathy principle
further, then, just as we would not wish to be judged, we should not judge another.
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iv. About the Precept of No Falsehood

A statement is either factually true or it is not. If we knowingly and deliberately say that
something is true when we know it is not, then regardless of intent or motivation, we have
broken this precept.*® What is commonly called a ‘white’ lie i.e., falsehood that supposedly
causes no obvious harm to anyone, is still a lie. In fact, Buddha had told his son Rahula not to
lie, not “even as a joke”.* He warned Rahula that his entire monastic practice would be
wasted if he “is not ashamed to tell a deliberate lie”.?° Buddha went as far as to say that
“when one is not ashamed to tell a deliberate lie, there is no evil... that one would not do.”*

Some might wonder why Buddha was so uncompromising about absolute and
unblemished truth only. To answer this question, we should perhaps take a step back and ask
ourselves this: what is our mental state when we feel the urge to fudge the truth? We might
notice that behind every ‘white’ lie or half-truth is an unwholesome thought and mental
state. Our motivation may not be dishonest or wicked but there is desire, fear or worry. We
must learn to recognise how our mind spins stories to protect us, our self-image or just for
convenience. Very often, we claim to be lying to help the other person: ‘that he cant handle
the truth’, we say. But it is really about us. We do not want to deal with the unpleasantness
or awkwardness that might greet the truth. We do not want to look bad with the other
person. Therefore each ‘white’ lie is really a double whammy: lying to the other and lying to
ourselves.

The other problem with shades of falsehood is that the mind has to actively make up
stories. Too much of such constructions and the mind could be caught up in a warped
labyrinth of lies and worse, eventually lose its ability to sieve fact from fiction. For
practitioners, that would be disastrous. The mind is such a subtle object to observe and know.
You need the best of conditions to discern the reality of its nature in accordance to the
Dhamma and what is mind-made fabrication (sankhara). When you have a habit of
constructing fallacy, you might completely lose the ability to intuitively see the truth as it is
(yathabhdta Adnadassana).

v. About the Precept of Avoiding Intoxicants Which Cause Heedlessness

Unlike the other four precepts, this fifth precept is unusual in that it is not immediately
obvious why the mere consumption of intoxicants is a moral issue. A drunk or an addict may
be criticised for being weak-willed, overly-indulgent and/or foolish, but unless he is also
mean and cruel, he is unlikely to be labelled wicked or immoral. In fact, there is a story in the
Buddhist (Pali) canon of an alcohol-loving Sakyan by the name Sarakani, who became a
stream-winner, despite his love for drinks.2? The fact that Sarakani’s alcohol had not stopped
him from realising deep Dhamma insights and attaining the first stage of Buddhist sainthood
should give us cause for pause and not jump to simplistic conclusions that observing this
precept means we must all be teetotaller. It also suggests that the morality angle of this
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precept is not so straightforward and we should perhaps take a nuanced position based on
proper understanding and not simply because the precept says so.

Incidentally, not all intoxicants are of the same potency. Alcohol, for instance, generally
does not dull the mind as swiftly and as devastatingly asillicit drugs or other dangerous and
mind-altering addictive. Alcohol also enjoy social acceptance and is even seen as a desirable
agent for social bonding, unlike the other intoxicants. It is also the only intoxicant
consistently touted as delivering health benefits when taken in moderation. For this reason,
alcohol is the focus in this segment which seeks to lay down a reasonable and balanced way
of observing this fifth precept.

The critical point about this precept is not intoxicant consumption per se, but the follow-
on effects of intoxicants on the mind. Consumed to the ‘right’ (or more correctly ‘wrong’)
level, intoxicants can and will dull the mind, impair judgement, reduce inhibition, diminish
sense of shame, and cause behavioural problems amongst others for both the individual and
society. The genesis of this precept would support the point that this precept is about
heedlessness and not intoxicant consumption. We know that the precept was not part of lay
moral code of conduct in the early days of the Buddha’s dispensation. There were suttas
where Buddha was quoted as advising his followers to abandon the “four defilements of
action”: taking life, taking what is not given, sexual misconduct and lying.24 The precept was
likely to have been introduced after an infamous incident where a respected monk with
incredible psychic powers unwittingly got absolutely drunk and passed out in front of a
horrified assembly of monks, with his feet pointed at the Buddha. Just days before that, the
inebriated monk had subdued a ferocious naga (a magical serpent). Buddha commented that
in his drunken state, the monk could not subdue “even a salamander".25

Having said that, however, it should still be stressed that from the wording of the precept,
it is quite clear that taking even a drop of alcohol is in breach of it, regardless of whether you
become “heedless”. If you enjoy the occasional drink and wish to continue, at least
acknowledge that you are breaking this precept. But drinking per se does not make you
immoral. Just be sure to stay well within sober limits, otherwise you could break the other
precepts, and then you could be truly immoral.

However, if you are serious about upholding Dhamma practice, you should avoid all
intoxicants including alcohol. This is because the key element of the practice is about
understanding the mind, through direct and careful observation of how it works. It is already
hard enough to catch mind’s subtleties when one is sober, let alone trying to do that when
there is even a modicum of alcohol swimming in the system.

A final sobering point about intoxicant is that it is highly addictive. Even if one is not yet
addicted, the risk is always there. Addiction is craving at its extreme and thus a source of
great suffering if out of control. It is wiser to avoid intoxicant altogether to avoid being caught
in addiction’s grip.
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(B) The Ten Immoral Actions

As mentioned earlier, upholding the five precepts is the least that a Buddhist should do
with regards to avoiding actions that hurt others. In addition, Buddha also taught his
followers to avoid the ten immoral actions.?® To aid in remembering them, they have been
categorised as follows, according to how they manifest:

e Three bodily actions — killing, taking things not given and sexual misconduct;
e Four verbal actions — false speech, harsh speech, slander and gossiping; and
e Three mental actions — covetousness, ill-will and holding wrong views.

i. Harsh Speech

These are cruel words spoken with ill-will or in anger. Buddha described them as “rough,
hard, hurtful”, “offensive”, “bordering on anger”, and “unconducive to concentration”.?’
Incidentally, harsh does not just mean loud, rough and scolding. As long as the underlying
intent is to wound, the words qualify as harsh speech. Words of scorn, mockery and sarcasm
spoken in the softest tone are also harsh speech.

For the victim of harsh speech, the damage is to his mind, diminishing his sense of self-
worth and his confidence. But for the perpetrator, if he has a habit of scolding people, he may
find that over time his temper flares up more quickly and it takes longer to calm down. Anger
may become a default mental state which would be terrible because he will live in a perpetual
state of ‘semi-boil’. He feels no joy or peace: just unpleasant, heavy, agitated and restless
energy. The body develops high blood pressure, elevated heart rate and heis at risk of a heart
attack or stroke.?®

ii. Slander

The intent of the slanderer is to divide. As Buddha had put it, "He speaks divisively.
Having heard something, he repeats it elsewhere in order to divide... he is one who divides
those who are united, a creator of divisions...”.?9 The slanderer seeks to damage another’s
reputation and cause him to lose his standing and the goodwill of the world. The underlying
motivation might be anger, such as for revenge or out of spite or greed so as to gain from
another’s fall, which are all unwholesome goals.

While the slanderer will usually derive perverse pleasure and satisfaction when he
succeeds in his malicious efforts, his delight is short-lived. The anger or greed that drives his
slandering efforts do not just dissipate. If he is not careful, those negative mental states can
and often become semi-permanent features in his mind and he will not have peace. He will
be paranoid and he will perceive the world as hostile and treacherous.
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iii. Frivolous Talk

Buddha had described frivolous talk as “idle chatter”, “worthless, unreasonable, rambling
and unbeneficial”, “contrary to the Dhamma and the discipline” and (spoken) at an
inappropriate time.3° Most chatters not concerning Dhamma and practice would probably
fall under this.3* One may wonder why Buddha was so strict about innocent chatter. On the
surface, small talk and chit-chatting seem harmless. But there are two points to note. First,
the mind of one engaging in frivolous talk is often driven by a desire for pleasure. It delights
in the superficial, mindless and endless chattering. Second, engaging in them will cause the
mind to expend effort and dissipate energy, leading to either restlessness and/or mental
fatigue. A restless mind is unsettled while a fatigued one is heavy. Small talk and chatter are
bad enough for the regular mind because they are energy sapping. But they are particularly
problematic for practitioners and spiritual practice because they are hindrances to efforts to
calm and still the mind.

iv. Covetousness

The driving impetus of the covetous mind is greed. Covetousness is felt as a powerful
desire for something whether tangible or intangible that belongs to another. Buddha
described it as “full of longing” for “wealth and property of others”.32 Again, one may derive
perverse short-term satisfaction if he succeeds in getting what he desires. But such a mind is
always discontent and unhappy, always comparing and wanting more. It is perpetually
spinning in an endless cycle of craving, agitation, temporary gratification and more craving.
It is in relentless dissatisfaction and dukkha.

v. lll-will or Hatred

Unlike the usual shot of anger that surges up because of a trigger but dissipates just as
quickly, one with ill-will or hatred is in a constant state of unhappiness, hostility and pain.
Anger is a default baseline for that mind. In a milder affliction, he is just always upset, finding
fault, complaining, scolding and overall, a toxic presence to the people around. In the more
extreme case, he wishes harm or death upon another.33 That mind will have no peace and
find no pleasure in anything or anyone. lll-will is an exceedingly excruciating state for the
mind.

vi. Wrong View

The term ‘wrong view’ (micchaditthi) seems rather tame and innocuous. It may not be
immediately obvious why holding ‘wrong view’ is as destructive as the otherimmoral actions.
First off, it would be a gross mistake to perceive views as no more than just thoughts that
swim innocently in our head. Views shape how we see the world, how we understand and
react to events, what we value, and so on and so forth. Views condition and shape words and
behaviour.
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Buddha had said that one with wrong view believes that “'There’s no meaning in giving,
sacrifice, or offerings. There’s no fruit or result of good and bad deeds. There’s no afterlife.
There’s no obligation to mother and father. No beings are reborn spontaneously. And there’s
no ascetic or brahmin whois well attained and practiced, and who describes the afterlife after
realizing it with their own insight.”34 In other words, one who holds micchaditthi rejects the
efficacy of kamma, does not believe in rebirth, places no importance on morality and moral
obligations, and dismisses the importance of spiritual cultivation.35 It is not unreasonable to
expect that such a person would do as he pleases, without any moral restraint, and
completely dictated by emotions, self-interests and desires. If his unwholesome (akusala)
instincts are stronger than his capacity for goodness, his choices and actions would cause
only more unhappiness, pain and suffering to himself and others.

2. Do Good and Purify Mind

Beyond avoiding evil is doing good. Buddha had taught how we should rise above our
self-centred nature and territorial habits to show empathy and kindness for others. We
should actively work to alleviate pain, and bring mental relief, comfort and happiness to all
beings. Ultimately, however, just doing good is not enough. In our practice, we should purify
our mind which means completely neutralising the three latent negative roots that burn in
all of us: greed (lobha), anger (dosa) and delusion (moha).

(A) The Opposites of the First Four Precepts

The first set of activities pertaining to ‘doing good’ is performing the opposite of the first
four precepts of ‘do no evil’ of the five precepts discussed earlier. They are as follows:

e Instead of taking life, we should respect and value life. As Buddha had put it, we
should endeavour to be “conscientious, kindly and compassionate toward all living
beings.”3® We should cultivate empathy for all living beings, and treat them as we
wish to be treated. Most of us are instinctively discriminatory in our treatment of
other living beings. We identify with some and care for them, such as with most
mammals but view other species with discomfort and even repugnance, particularly
reptiles and insects. The former are usually treated kindly while the latter we often
kill without batting an eyelid. If we respect and value life, we would assume that all
living beings have an equal and inalienable right to life and we would not threaten
them just for our own comfort, convenience and pleasure. We avoid killing not
because we fear the boomerang of kamma, but because we feel empathy for all
beings and respect their right to life.

e Instead of “taking things not given”, we give. The instinct of the worldling is to be
concerned mainly with his and his loved ones’ well-being and interests. We have to
work to overcome that narrow and petty fixation with parochial interests, set aside
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the “me, mine and |I” and make room for others’ welfare and interests. We learn to
give with an open heart. Ideally, we share generously even at the expense of our own
preferences, with anyone and everyone, i.e., including one’s worst enemy and at all
times, not just when we are ina good mood. Now that is hard. (Note: Giving is covered
at length in another Chapter entitled “Generosity” (Caga).)

e The opposite of the third precept, no sexual misconduct, can be examined from two
perspectives. The firstis a literal reading and it is about ‘right’ sexual conduct. Instead
of simply imposing our carnal desires on another whenever the ‘mood’ hits, we should
exercise restraint and moderation in sex. Always respect the other person’s rights as
much as we value ours. The second is a more thoughtful extrapolation of this precept.
It is not just about sex and engaging in lustful sensual pleasures but about honouring
relationships. We should endeavour to build a meaningful and lasting relationship
with our partner, based on faithfulness, mutual respect, understanding, care and
consideration.”

e The opposite of the fourth precept can be examined from two angles. The first is a
narrow perspective about lies versus truths. In doing the right and wholesome thing,
we should lead an upright and honourable life, clear in our mind about what is factual
or not and devoted to upholding truth as is. We do not lie, not even to ourselves. We
keep our promises and honour our word. The second is a broader definition of what
is right speech, as opposed to lies being wrong speech. Buddha had listed several
features of what constitutes right speech. Itis not enough that the words are factually
true. They should also be gentle, courteous and pleasing,3® timely and beneficial to
the listeners.39 The intentions of the one speaking should be pure,“° and by his skilful
words he reconciles people, even enemies.*

(B) The Ten Meritorious Actions to be Encouraged

Separately, Buddha had also identified ten actions which he termed as “meritorious”.4?
They are considered meritorious for two reasons. One, the act in themselves will benefit and
improve the welfare of both oneself and others. And two, performing these acts with the
right understanding and motivation would generate powerful wholesome mental states that
lead to the mind being light, soft and joyous. In life, one is happy and at peace. In death, the
mind is lifted into the heavens. The ten meritorious actions are as follows:

i. Giving (Dana)

This is altruistic giving with a joyous, open heart, with no expectation of return favours or
even gratitude from the recipients. Dana is an extremely important mental state. Buddha
gave several talks to explain its importance to happiness in both the secular life and the
success of spiritual pursuit. [Note: “Generosity” (Dana and Caga) is covered at length in an
upcoming Chapter.]
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ii. Morality (Sila)
Covered extensively in this Chapter.
iii. Cultivation (Bhavana)

The term literally means “calling into existence”,*3 to become, to grow, to develop.
Bhavana is often associated with ‘meditation’ in the sense of cultivating mindfulness (sati)
and/or developing concentration (samadhi). But bhavana is more than just meditation. It is
cultivating efforts to change our behaviour and character with understanding and growing
wisdom so as to help the mind become naturally more peaceful and accepting, friendlier and
kinder. The end result of bhavana is we become better, wiser and happier.

iv. Showing Respect (Apacayana)

This is often explained as showing respect to one ‘worthy’. But the original Pali word had
no qualifier about the recipient being ‘worthy’. Perhaps the qualifier was subsequently added
to make it easier for one to show respect to another. Apacayana does not mean going out of
your way to behave deferentially or subserviently. If you are respectful only to people you
deemed to be better than you, but dismissive or even contemptuous of those you deem to
be of ‘lower station’ then you lack apacayana. The key point about apacdyana is taming pride
and ego and cultivating humility. In a state of apacayana, one’s mind is endowed with all the
qualities of wholesomeness: soft, gentle, pliable, warm and joyous.

v. Helping Another (Veyyavacca) or Doing Service

This act is about cultivating humility while fostering a giving mental state. We are setting
aside our eqo, feelings of likes and dislikes, and calculating instincts, and focused entirely on
another’s welfare and well-being. Our contributions need not be grandiose. In fact, the more
mundane and thankless the task, the more we should just pull up our sleeves and help. The
end result of our ‘just do it’ attitude is a light and joyous mind, happy that it has successfully
overcome an ego-centric resistance to be of selfless service.

vi. Sharing Merits (Pattidana)

This is commonly understood to be about performing a ritual to share the merits that one
has accumulated from doing good deeds with loved ones who have passed away. Actually it
is not quite like this, in that it is not about debit-credit store of merits to be shared around.
When one experiences strong wholesome mental energies from doing good, those powerful
mental states (e.g., joy, generosity, compassion and friendliness) can infect others and cause
them to experience similar positive mental states.4* We can thus actively project positive
mental energies at any time and help lift the minds of others. In a similar vein, one should
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take care to tame negative mental states (e.g., anger, avarice, jealousy, etc.) because they
are also infectious except that they poison the general ambience and kill joy.

vii. Rejoicing at Another’s Merits (Pattanumodana)

This is a joy that arises just from witnessing another performing a good deed. One would
assume that pattanumodana should be a breeze for most people. After all, there is really
nothing to be done other than to be happy when another is doing good. But the reality is that
the more common reaction from a casual onlooker is one of indifference; some may even
react negatively or critically. This is because most of us are instinctively egocentric. It is hard
to be enthused about an activity with no obvious benefit or relevance to us. If a mind is
unhappy, angry or venal, itis even harder to experience pattanumodana. That unwholesome
mind might even spoil the joy for others with cynical or disheartening comments.
Pattanumodana comes easiest for one with empathy. His nature is likely to be warm-hearted
and friendly, gracious and magnanimous; such a mind will rejoice in any wholesome deeds
whether done by himself or others.

viii. Listening to Dhamma (Dhammadesena)

As long as we have not realised Nibbana, there is always more to learn about the
Dhamma. Dhammadesena is critical to increasing our store of knowledge of the teachings. It
will help to increase faith (saddha) in the Triple Gems. We are reminded of the need to hold
the line on sila and perhaps seek out meditation to learn the skills of quietening the mind.
We may be inspired to try to incorporate the teachings in daily life and when we do that
diligently and successfully, our understanding of Dhamma will grow, and insight and wisdom
will deepen.

ix. Teaching Dhamma (Dhammasavana)

Dhamma knowledge can be conveyed either in a formal lecture setting or informally with
just family and friends. What is meritorious is not the setting of the delivery but our
wholesome motivation and the content of the sharing. We must not be driven by ego or be
caught up in gain and fame. Our objective in sharing Dhamma is to help another understand
what Buddha had taught about the nature of reality and how to find mental relief from the
stresses in life. We must also be careful that what we share is indeed Buddha’s Dhamma and
not something else. If need be, add a caveat that we are still learning so that our listeners will
exercise care and critical thinking. This is as much to protect them as to allay our conscience.

Dhammasavana is also learning in a different way. As we share, our mind is actively
recalling and examining the Dhamma. We may find angles not evident to us before. The
questions we receive may prompt us to think deeper. There could be new and more profound
insights. Therefore, dhammasavana can be even more enriching than learning on our own;
as we help others, we are also helping ourselves.
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x. Clarifying Understanding of Dhamma (Ditthijukamma)

Dhamma is profound and difficult to put into words. This is because language is derived
from worldly experiences and predefined meanings within a certain context while Dhamma
is beyond the mundane, intellectual and conceptual world. If we are serious about learning
Dhamma, seeking clarification from a wise teacher is critical to our progress. Minimally,
ditthijukamma helps to keep our Dhamma understanding on track and correct. Investigative
clarification done properly means the mind strikes the right balance between being open-
minded and actively amassing and internalising knowledge while maintaining critical
thinking and being able to reflect the information with wisdom. The mind thus juggles
between listening and asking questions. Itis receptive yet discerning, earnest but also sincere
and humble. In this way, we will continue to grow in the Dhamma.

(C) The Eight Precepts

Some of us even in lay life may choose to embrace a higher practice of moral restraint,
i.e., the eight precepts instead of five. The primary motivation for observing eight precepts
is to lead a simpler and more contented spiritual life, without the reqgular mind’s fixation with
vanity, comfort and indulgences. The eight precepts encompass all the five layman precepts
with one change to the third precept: it upholds celibacy as opposed to merely restraining
from sexual misconduct, and three additional abstinences.4> The three additional precepts
are:

i. Not “Eating Beyond the Time Limit"4® (Precept #6)

That means fasting after mid-day. For the lay person who observes eight precepts on
observance day, fasting allows him to have a very direct and impactful experience with the
noble truths of dukkha“’: how dukkha arises because of food craving and how dukkha ceases
when the mind accepts the fasting and notes any arising hunger sensation without
complaining. For the more serious practitioner, fasting is also about being practical. Man’s
habit of feeding his body throughout the day is time-consuming. By cutting back on the
number of meals, he can devote more time to meditation and practice.

ii. Avoiding “Dancing, Singing, Instrumental Music and Unsuitable Shows; Wearing
Garlands, Using Scents and Beautifying the Body with Cosmetics” — (Precepts #7 and #8
combined in the Eight Precepts but they are separate in the Ten Precepts)

These are forms of sense distraction and indulgence, and bodily accessories that please
and inflate the ego. A serious practitioner should see the body objectively and not waste time
and effort dressing it up to satisfy his ego and senses and delude him from reality.
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iii. Not “Lying on High or Luxurious Sleeping Place” — (Precept #9 in Ten Precepts)

This is not austerity for its own sake. It is about not indulging in one’s desire for creature
comfort, and being content with simplicity and essentials. It is also not to create unnecessary
conditions for a lazy, indulgent mind that steers away from practice.

Incidentally, Buddha did encourage his disciples to set aside a few days a month to
observe the additional moral restraints and to cleanse the mind of defilements and bad
habits.4 They are called uposatha days.*° Depending on culture and tradition, the number of
uposatha days ranges from two to six days a month of the lunar calendar. The most common
observance day are new moon and full moon days and the waxing and waning moon days.5°

(D) The Ten Precepts

Ten precepts are observed mainly by practitioners either leaning towards or already on
the cusp of joining the Sangha, when they are prepared to renounce all forms of wealth and
possession. This list is identical to the eight precepts with one addition:
i. Not “Lying on High or Luxurious Sleeping Place” — as above (Precept #9)
ii. Refrain from Accepting “Gold and Silver” (i.e., Money) - (Precept #10)

In principle, it means not possessing any kind of material resource that would allow one

to make purchases and satisfy one’s desires. It is forced taming of mind’s wants in the
strictest terms and to curb greed.
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For the thinking Buddhist, it is not enough to know what is good or bad, right or wrong and
should this or should that not be done. It is just as important to understand why the moral
code is so. By understanding the basis for sila, we will know what is right and should be done
under any circumstances without having to fret about the correct interpretation of precepts
or to consult another.

Two key principles need to be highlighted as they underpin Buddha'’s teaching on sila:
empathy and spiritual utilitarianism.

1. Principle of Empathy

Buddha had taught that when considering whether an action is right or wrong, we should
see things from the recipient’s perspective. What we do not like, it is fair to assume that
others would not either. What we like, they probably would as well. Therefore the point is to
treat another, the way you would want to be treated.

The empathy principle underpins four of the five layman moral precepts, the ten
unwholesome actions and several of the wholesome qualities mentioned earlier. For
instance, on killing, Buddha had said that everyone wished to live and not die and everyone
was “fond of pleasure and averse to pain”. If we dread pain and value our life, then we should
not inflict pain on another and intentionally deprive him of his life.5* Likewise, just as you
value your possessions and would experience pain or loss if you were to lose them, then you
should not take another’s belongings. You do not like being lied to, then do not lie to another.
You do not like to be the object of gossip, slander, angry words and so on, then avoid
subjecting others to the same. Be kind and considerate, show respect, be reasonable and
gentle, and so on.

If we go by this empathy principle, we can probably resolve most moral dilemmas
ourselves without having to consult another. For instance, let's examine some commonly
asked ‘controversial’ questions. Should we tell someone who is dying the truth of his
prognosis? Is a white lie acceptable? Should homosexuality be condemned? To answer these
questions, simply pose them to yourself with the same questions: if you were dying, would
you want to be told the truth? Would you accept being told a white lie? Would you want to
be condemned for your sexual preferences? You know your answers. If you do not extend the
same courtesy to others, then you are exercising double standards, aren’t you? How can that
be sila?
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2. Spiritual Utilitarianism

By spiritual utilitarianism, it means that an action is skilful, good and should be performed
if it increases the well-being and happiness of you and others, and takes you closer to
Nibbana. Conversely, an action that brings pain and suffering to all and that takes you further
away from Nibbana is unskilful, bad and should be avoided. Buddha had advised his disciples
to reflect as follows before undertaking any action: it should be avoided if it “*leads to my own
affliction, to other’s affliction, and to the affliction of both; it obstructs wisdom, causes
difficulties, and leads away from Nibbana.”>* In a similar vein and a touch of more detail,
Buddha instructed his son, Rahula, to reflect on his actions “like a mirror”, i.e., objectively,
and to avoid any “unwholesome bodily action” that leads to "my own affliction or to the
affliction of others”, and that comes “with painful consequences, with painful results”.3

One may protest and say if one is clueless about Nibbana, how does one tell if an action
will take one closer to or farther away from it?

That is a valid point. Therefore, for one new to the Dhamma or still struggling with
understanding it, Buddha offered another perspective.5* He said we would know for
ourselves when we are feeling calm or agitated, happy or sad, content or troubled and so on.
Intuitively we know that a peaceful state of mind is beneficial and pleasing while a shaky,
restless and agitated one is painful and probably harmful. Therefore, undertake actions that
lead to a calm and peaceful mind and avoid those that increase yearning, anger, restlessness
and worry.

This principle of spiritual utilitarianism underpins the fifth of the five layman precepts,
and the practitioner component of the eight and ten precepts as well as some of the
meritorious actions mentioned above.
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It has often been said that every religion teaches its followers to do good and avoid evil; and
in that sense, every religion is similar. This is a simplistic assertion. It is true that broadly, the
ethical part of the teachings are similar between religions, but the basis on which they are
anchored is often very different. For most divinity-based religions, the basis for morality is
straightforward. Whatever actions that God/gods dictate, those would count as good and
must be performed. If the divine being says, ‘you must not kill’, then killing is bad and must
be avoided. If the divine being say, ‘you must make sacrifices’, then regardless of whether
you consider it intellectually sound or not, sacrifices must be ‘good’ and should be performed.

But the Buddha had taught that there is no creator God/gods who had laid down the
moral code of conduct.5> Then why are we concerned about morality? There are broadly at
least three reasons which are unique to Buddhism:

o thelaw of kamma,

e the science of the mind and

e morality as a requisite condition for spiritual enlightenment and final attainment of
nibbana.

In other words, we observe sila because we believe that our conscious choices will directly
impact our happiness, our spiritual progress and eventually, the condition of future lives.

1. The Law of Kamma

Buddha had taught that any intentional action, i.e., kamma, whether expressed through
body, speech, or mind, will leave an imprint on the mind. If one’s motivation is positive and
pure, the mind will experience happiness and other pleasant effects. Conversely, if one is
motivated by greed, anger or other negative mental states, the mind will be adversely
affected and one will experience pain.>® Further, the more one thinks about something, the
greater and deeper its impact on the mind.5

Buddha had explained that a lifetime of cruelty and persistent unwholesome mental
activities would sear the mind terribly in this life and affect the conditions of rebirth and the
life after. Buddha had also said that an immoral perpetrator could either be reborn in one of
the lower realms, i.e., animal, hungry ghost or hell or if he is able to return as a human, his
lifespan, health, physical appearance, economic and social status and even cognitive abilities
would suffer,58i.e., below relative national average.

A short lifespan is due to a previous life of delighting in killing.5® Note that Buddha did
not say that a one-time act of killing would result in a short life. He said that if one “is
murderous... given to blows and violence”, i.e., if one has a propensity to kill and frequently
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does it, his life will be short. Poor health is the result of a preceding life of regularly causing
deliberate and cruel bodily hurt to others.®® Ugliness stems from an “angry and irritable
character”, easily roused to anger “even when criticised a little”, and openly displaying
hostility, resentment and bitterness.®*

A lifetime of stinginess could lead to extreme deprivation and poverty in the next life.®?
One who resents others when they receive honour and respect may not be able to gain
respect in another birth.®3 A low-born social status could be the result of one being “obstinate
and arrogant” and thus unable and unwilling to extend honour and homage to another who
is worthy.®# And finally, a mind which does not go beyond the mundane and material and
absolutely refuses to contemplate higher thinking such as morality and spirituality may find
itself descending into relatively lower intelligence in the next human birth.®s

In a world that values science and empirical evidence, itis hard to accept rebirth, let alone
the idea of kamma conditioning rebirth. Buddha offered a way out of our intellectual
conundrum. He asked: what do we have to lose if we assume that kammic law is for real?® If
it really is for real, playing by its rules would mean we will reap benefits. If it is not, there is no
loss because observing morality will keep our mind light and happy, and we will be loved by
the people around us. But if we assume that kamma does not exist when it does, then we will
be in serious trouble. Any mindless and cruel indulgence and misdeeds will come back to
literally haunt us.

Actually, there is no need to wait for the next life to see the effects of kamma. Even in this
very life, you can witness the consequences. Look at the people we want to associate with.
We want to be around people who are kind, considerate and jovial, who speak nicely and
bring delight and comfort. We do not want to hang around those who are always annoyed
and unhappy, always complaining and scolding and bringing angst to the world around them.
Therefore the good people will have company and live happily while the mean and cruel will
be lonely and miserable.

2. The Science of the Mind

Even if we remain unconvinced about kamma, there is still a good ‘scientific’ reason for
upholding morality. Extensive research into the workings of the brain has shown that when
one performs wholesome deeds, the brain actually releases higher levels of hormones and
neurotransmitters such as endorphin, oxytocin, serotonin and dopamine which cause one to
‘feel good’, experience joy and happiness. The wholesome mind is peaceful and content,
gentle and soft. One who is constantly engaged in giving and other altruistic, wholesome
deeds would regularly experience very positive feelings. Structurally, his brain would also
have constructed neural pathways that loop towards positive mental states.®”

Conversely, current research shows the chemicals cortisol, adrenaline and noradrenaline
are released for one who is angry.%®The prefrontal cortex and hippocampus lose neurons
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because of anger and elevated cortisol. If “angry moods” are allowed to dictate behaviour,
there would be a constant supply of these fuels added to the brain and he ‘boils’.%®
Organically, the neural pathways will also angle towards negative mental states. The boiling
will stop only if the temperature is lowered with forgiveness, gratitude, love, respect, care
and consideration for another. Only wholesome mental states can effectively soothe anger
and pain.”

In other words, neuroscience has proven that Buddha was right: mental experience is
impermanent and conditioned. And doing good does bring happiness and doing evil does
lead to pain.

3. Morality — For Spiritual Enlightenment and Nibbana

For the practitioner seeking spiritual growth and enlightenment, being virtuous is non-
negotiable. Buddha had explained that the practitioner must uphold sila to be free from
remorse and worry.”* That clear conscience is a necessary condition for the arising of joy and
tranquillity in the mind; only then can he meditate and still his mind. A quiet and still mind
that is sharply aware and mindful is a pre-requisite for the practitioner to be able to see and
understand how the mind works. Insight knowledge and realisation is a critical step paving
the way for the mind to turn away from attachment and eventually realise Nibbana.”?
Nibbana is the ultimate state of unconditioned bliss that is the goal of every serious disciple
of the Buddha.
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At the heart of sila practice is learning to restrain one of three latent negative roots that
underpin all evil actions: greed (lobha), anger (dosa) and delusion (moha). As long as any of
these three states can still arise in us, we are capable of hurting and harming others; even
taking lives, let alone stealing and lying. Those roots are the reason why sometimes, despite
our best intentions, we are not able to fight our unwholesome urges. We do not want to get
angry, especially not with loved ones, yet we will lash out when we are upset. We may
subsequently regret the harsh words but in the heat of the moment, it feels so right to ‘vent'.
We do not want to binge but craving overwhelms our best intentions. Even the most
dedicated Buddhists may find that given the ‘right’ conditions, they can and will succumb to
unwholesome and harmful instincts.

Yet people do not run amok, burn and slash or simply wildly indulge as their feelings
dictate. Why would the worldling, by and large, act with restraint and behave in accordance
with social norms and legal code even when sometimes, he really wishes to do otherwise?

Buddha had explained that we act with some restraint because of two mental states, hiri
and ottapa.’

® Hiri means moral shame or conscience. Hiri is a check from within ourselves. If our
conscience pricks when we are performing an unwholesome action, that is hiri
calling.74

e Ottapa is moral dread/fear (of repercussions of wrongdoing). We are held in check
from wrongdoing because of fear of something external, such as punishment by the
state, censure or shame from the public, disapproval from loved ones, and depending
on your religious beliefs, kammic consequences or being punished by God/gods.7>

Either hirior ottapa will restrain one from doing wrong. But if one lacks both these mental

qualities, then one is capable of the most heinous acts.’® To strengthen sila, one must
therefore cultivate and strengthen hiri and ottapa.”’

1. Strengthening Hiri (Conscience)

The following activities done regularly and with understanding, could help strengthen
hiri:
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i. Reinforce Empathy in Our Mind

We must regularly reflect that we have much in common with all other living beings:
stuck in the same samsara’® boat, seeking happiness, averse to pain, and having very similar
physical, mental, emotional, spiritual needs. Such reflections might moderate our self-
centredness and sense of entitlement. Then, perhaps we would be better able to see things
from another’s perspective, and act with more restraint when greed, anger, pride, fear,
jealousy and so on, arises.

ii. Remind Ourselves of the Danger of Pandering to Negativities

Hiriis a quiet and soft inner voice that is easily overwhelmed by strong mental states such
as anger, pride or greed. Sometime hiri needs a little boost with sensible words. Therefore
we tell ourselves, we will suffer if we constantly give in to negativities.” That once they
become habits, it will get increasingly harder to control them, let alone reverse them. We
basically talk ourselves into avoiding evil and doing good.

iii. Reflect on the Five Precepts

We should make it a part of daily practice to remind ourselves of the five layman precepts.
Recollect and reflect on the words and their meaning. You might want to recite it slowly so
that you can be mindful of the essence of each precept. Do not do it because it is a duty. Do
it because we sincerely want the reminder to help us act with moral restraint.

iv. Reflect on Mortality

It would be most sobering if we successfully internalise in our mind that death is
inevitable regardless of our power, status and wealth. Perhaps then, we will not be caught up
in short term tactical gains and trivial delights such as winning an argument or satisfying the
ego. We learn to value what is truly important which is that we have made the world a better
place; that we have done good and not hurt others; and that we have loved and are loved.
On our deathbed, we will look back at our life with contentment, be at peace and have no
regrets.

v. Respect and Consult Wise Teachers®°
This is so that we may continue to learn about correct moral practices, be motivated to

improve and not be confused about what is right or wrong. The words of wise teachers will
leave a deeper impact on us and can pack a powerful boost to hiri.
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vi. Form Good Spiritual Friendship®:

The most important gauge of what is a good spiritual friend is whether he has the wisdom
to urge you to hold the moral line, or he pleases you by encouraging your desires even if they
are unwholesome and will hurt your mind. A good friend thus would not feed your ego and
instigate you to give in to anger or greed. He will be your voice of conscience if you are
wavering in your sila. He will remind you of the Buddha's teaching and encourage you to act
with restraint, to moderate your demands and expectations and to forgive and let go. When
you have actually acted rightly by your conscience but have foolish regret for whatever
reason, a good friend will reinforce your moral conviction and keep you on track.

2. Deepening Ottapa (Moral Fear)
Buddha had taught that we can deepen ottapa with the following reflections:
i. ‘The State Will Punish Wrong-doers Severely’

This can be a powerful deterrence if we seriously consider the risk of being caught instead
of assuming that we will get away. Buddha used to heighten the deterrence factor by listing
the types of gruesome punishment that the ancient Indian states would inflict on the
unfortunate convicted.®

ii. ‘There is No Escape from Kamma'

Buddha used to say that the evil-doer would suffer ‘here and hereafter’, i.e., death
provides no escape and no relief. The evil doer could be reborn as an animal, a hungry ghost,
or in hell. If the evil-doer takes a human rebirth, he will be in a much worse-off setting.
Buddha even gave horrific details of the excruciating torture that awaits the hell beings for
an inconceivably long time.8 Conversely, for those who regularly perform wholesome acts,
a heavenly rebirth awaits them.

iii. ‘There will be Public Censure’

In several suttas, Buddha pointed out that a man’s social standing ultimately rests on his
moral conduct and not so much on the other usual measures of success that the world values
namely, wealth, fame, power, family connections, social status or even physical looks.8
Buddha'’s observation about how sila determines social standing still applies today. We get
periodic reminders of how a person’s reputation and standing within a community is
destroyed when he is accused of a criminal offence or caught for immoral practices or
bullying ways by social media vigilantes.
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While we can all be taught to follow moral principles, ideally sila should be anchored on
understanding and wisdom so that it does not turn into foolish and self-righteous obligatory
dos and don'ts that the zealot will use to inflict pain on the world. Paired with wisdom, sila is
imbued with only wholesome qualities that are concerned with everyone’s well-being and
happiness. It will be balanced and fair, and easy to follow because the good it delivers to
society will be obvious.

When we uphold sila sincerely, steadfastly and with understanding, by and by, sila can
become second nature to us and no longer an exercise in moral restraint. Our basic character
and instincts will change. Greed, anger and delusion will diminish in strength. We become
less judgemental, more accepting of others’ fallacies and more forgiving. We feel more
empathy and understanding for others, more compassionate and friendlier. In short, the
brahmaviharas® (namely, friendliness, compassion, empathetic joy and equanimity) may
become a way of life. As we become less caught up with our own desires, interests and self-
importance, we should feel happier, calmer and more peaceful. Our conscience is clear. Daily
living is joyous and dying will not be fearful. When death comes, we will just move on with
lightness in our heart and be lifted to a heavenly rebirth.

Buddha’s most ardent students, the Dhamma practitioners, go beyond just observing
sila. They strive to cultivate viriya or energy, which is an essential mental condition for
spiritual progress and ultimate enlightenment. While sila is concerned with being virtuous,
viriya seeks to purge the mind of unskilful mental states that obstruct spiritual practice,
including those that are not commonly considered immoral such as sensual enjoyment,
perplexity, restlessness, worry or lethargy. Practitioners will try to ensure that their mind is
pumped full of mental wholesomeness and skilfulness. If mindfulness slips and an unskilful
mental state does arise, the moment they realise it, they will jam it in its track and drop it.
Only a pristine mind can achieve that pure awareness necessary to see the mind as it is and
understand Dhamma.

Ultimately, the perfect sila is the domain of the Arahant, the most accomplished of the
Buddhist saints. He has complete understanding of the nature of his mind and is thus
liberated from all mind-made constructions and delusions. He will no longer experience any
arising of craving for anything, mental or physical, for he has completely uprooted the roots
of greed, anger and delusion that plague all other beings. His mind is so pure that not even
in secret would he do wrong. The Arahant will abide in unconditioned bliss for as long as his
life lasts. And when it ends, there is no more becoming.

- End of Chapter 2
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