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Since the Buddha started teaching 2600 years ago the rules of ethical behavior for
practitioners have been one of the essential elements of the Tripitaka. The Tripitaka, literally
“the three baskets”, constitutes, along with the sutras and the major commentaries and

analyses of the masters, the base of the whole of Buddha’s teachings.

It is said that day after day, and depending on everyone’s behavior , Buddha defined not
only what was inappropriate at the level of acts and speech but also at the level of the
intentions that motivated them. Thus the Vinaya, the basket of monastic disciplines, was

constructed along with the precepts or rules of life destined for the laity.

This group of teachings makes up the first training of Buddhist practice , the second being
the practice of contemplation, zazen where we are concerned, and the third being the
development of wisdom. It’s the KAI JO E that master Deshimaru spoke about so regularly,

the SANGAKU, the three trainings common to all Buddhist traditions.

One of the key aims of master Deshimaru’s teaching was to make us understand that the
precepts have their source in the water of the wisdom of consciousness during zazen. Thus
he was in the habit of repeating “During zazen the precepts are perfectly practised” or

“zazen and the KAl (precepts) are ONE!”.

But that obviously does not mean that regular zazen practice makes us exemplars of ethical
behaviour! So one sometimes hears “ Zazen and the precepts are one so since | do zazen |

practice the precepts...”.

This somewhat twisted syllogism is of course mistaken, rather like believing that having

received the bodhisattva precepts during a Jukai ceremony is sufficient once and for all.



Receiving the bodhisattva precepts is in no way an aim in itself but a genuine commitment

by and for oneself, for the rest of one’s days, and so the starting point of an ethical practice.

Master Nara Roshi, then aged nearly ninety, who gave the teachings during the O'Jukai at
the Gendronniere in juin 2017 said “It is false to think that we behave like a Buddha only
when we do zazen and that when we get up from our zafu we return to the life of an
ordinary person. If we understand that our everyday life is nothing but the manifestation of
the Buddha Dharma our way of life becomes our way of respecting and practicing all the

precepts”.

The precepts are a practice for each moment and if it’s true that during zazen conditions
are favorable as soon as we start to move, to talk or to think precept training should be

present and practiced.

The history of Buddhism shows us that the Vinaya the code of monastic discipline is still
completely practiced today in most traditions. But Buddhist ethics have also considerably
evolved over time, notably with the apparition of Mahayana Buddhism and the writing of
the Brahmajala sutra, the sutra of Buddha’s net, probably written in China in the 2nd or 3rd
century. The later articulation of the sixteen precepts as we know them is largely inspired
by the Brahmajala sutra and its fifty eight precepts. To keep things simple this evolution is
above all a question of the approach to the Buddha in each of us. If the rules of discipline of
ancient Buddhism framed in detail each aspect of daily life it was in order to allow the
realisation of this awakened nature. But the Mahayana taught that this awakened nature
was already present in the instant and as a result “ if we are awakened buddhas then we

should behave as Buddhas.”

In reality these two perspectives are both of course necessary et complementary and are

present in both vehicles.

This is what explains why the extremely numerous rules of ancient Buddhism (Ritsu) , were
sometimes , over the centuries and cultures, notably Chinese ,accompanied by Sila (Ka)
the sixteen bodhisattva precepts. This shows the great suppleness of Buddhist ethics which
have been able to adapt to Chinese then Japanese cultures. As we know, in our Soto zen
tradition and since master Dogen in the 13th Century we receive and practice the sixteen

bodhisattva precepts as they are taught in the Kyoju kai mon. The first of the three pure






