





is negative and the other side is positive. And we have a choice you
know, how to observe them. Also, when we cannot observe ten or more
precepts, then we can choose some precepts which are possible to
observe. We have this choice as well.

Precepts are not some rules set up by someone. They are the expres-
sion of our true nature, so if something is wrong with the expression
of our true nature, then Buddha will say that is not the way, that is the
wrong way. Then you will have precepts. So rules are not first. The actual
event or fact is first. So it is in the nature of precepts that we have a
chance to choose our precepts. If you go this way, you will have some
precepts, and if you take the other way, you will have some other pre-
cepts. So whether you go this way or that way is up to you. Either way
you will have some precepts, because precepts are not some rules set up
by Buddha. Precepts are actually the extended practice of our zazen, not
rules in its true sense. When we say rules, rules are for everyone, but our
precepts are not for everyone. The precepts are your own way of observ-
ing our practice. This is the characteristic of Buddhist precepts.

We have a chance to choose our precepts, and observation of
precepts is both positive and negative, both an expression of our true
nature and a prohibitory meaning as well. To prohibit some conduct is
up to your teacher. The teacher knows whether his way is good or bad
for the disciple, knows which way is more appropriate for him. Before
you are familiar with our way, you should depend on your teacher. That
is the best way, so in this case we have prohibitory precepts, but when
you become familiar with your way, you will have more positive obser-
vation of precepts.

When we talk about precepts I think we have to explain how we
understand our nature which is different from the idea of sin or guilty
conscience in Christianity. As Buddhists we say that Buddha nature is
universal to everyone, and that it is more a good nature than a sinful
nature. In its true sense our understanding is that our nature is neither
good nor bad. That is complete understanding, but in the usual sense
we consider our nature to be more good than bad.

In a Buddhist sense sinful or guilty conscience appears in our mind
because of karma, because of our accumulation of personal or social
karma, or activity. The accumnulation, which results from an inappropri-
ate way of observing our way, drives us to the wrong way. That is our
idea of sin or karma. And karma is not just what you do, but it is also
more deeply ingrained. On one hand it is accumulated by the individual,
and on the other hand it is social, because it is not just created by our
body, this body, but also by our ancestors or by our former life. When
we understand sin or karma in this way it is rather difficult to surmount,
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The fourth one is that the teacher gives advice or points out the
disciple’s mistake solely for the sake of helping him, The teacher does
not do this to get something off his chest. Here the teacher should be
very careful because if the teacher notices that the student is making
some excuse for what he did or thinks the student is not serious enough,
then the teacher should not listen to him. The teacher should ignore
him until he becomes more serious. That is to give advice only for the
sake of helping the student. Still we should not alwavs be easy with the
student. Sometimes we should be very tough with the student, or we
cannot help him in a true sense. To help the student we should give
some instruction.

The last one is to point out the student’s mistake with compassion.
Compassion means the teacher is not just the teacher but also the
disciple’s friend. As a friend the teacher points out some problem or
gives some advice.

So it is not easy to be a teacher or to be a student, and we cannot
rely on anything, even precepts. We have to make our utmost effort
to help each other. And in observing ritual this is also true. We do not
observe our precepts just for the sake of precepts, or practice rituals for
the perfection of rituals.

There was a famous Zen master who died perhaps fifty years ago,
and he had very good disciples who were sincere students. He lived with
his students in a monastery near a city which was not so big, and they
were very poor. His disciples wanted a bell for their chanting, so they
asked him to buy a bell for the temple. He was very angry when his
students asked him for a bell. “Why,” he asked, “What is the intention
of reciting the sutra? It looks like you want to recite the sutra so that
people in town may appreciate our practice. If so, that is not my way.
We have to practice for our sake not for others. So if we can only chant
the sutra without a bell, that is enough. There is no need to buy a bell
so that others can hear it. That is not necessary.”

Of course we have some rules in our chanting, and without bells it
is not a perfect ceremony. But, even though the form is perfect, if our
intention is not right, it is not our way. So there are rules but actually
there are no rules. We have precepts, but there are no precepts. Precepts
are set up according to the circumstances. 5o in a small monastery we
can choose precepts which are suitable for a small monastery.

You may say our way is very formal, but there is some reason why
we are so formal. It is not just formality, and even though we have 250
or 500 precepts it doesn’t mean we should observe all of them one by
one. This is our way of observation, our way of practice.
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