Right Action

The Definition

 “And what is right action? Abstaining from taking life, from stealing, & from sexual misconduct: This is called right action.” — MN 141
Its Place on the Path

Virtue (sila) 

1. Wise or Right Speech (sammá-vácá) - abstaining from lying, malicious or divisive speech, abusive or harsh speech, and idle chatter

2. Wise or Right Action (sammá-kammanta) - abstaining from killing, stealing and sexual misconduct

3. Wise or Right Livelihood (sammá-ájíva) - abstaining from dishonest and harmful means of livelihood
Concentration/Meditation (samadhi) 

4. Wise or Right Effort (samma-vayama) - the effort of avoiding and overcoming unskillful qualities, and of developing and maintaining skillful qualities

5. Wise or Right Mindfulness (samma-sati) - The Four Foundations of Mindfulness 
6. Wise or Right Concentration (samma-samadhi) - The Four Form Jhanas
Wisdom/Discernment (pañña) 

7. Wise or Right View/Understanding (samma-ditthi) - Knowledge of the Four Noble Truths

8. Wise or Right Intention/Resolve (sammá-sankappa) – Renunciation, Loving-kindness, Harmlessness
Not possible is it, bhikkhus, without having mastered the domain of virtue, to master the domain of concentration.  Not possible is it, without having mastered the domain of concentration, to master the domain of wisdom.  AN 5:22
Action in Action
“And how is one made impure in three ways by bodily action? There is the case where a certain person takes life, is brutal, bloody-handed, devoted to killing & slaying, showing no mercy to living beings. He takes what is not given. He takes, in the manner of a thief, things in a village or a wilderness that belong to others and have not been given by them. He engages in sensual misconduct. He gets sexually involved with those who are protected by their mothers, their fathers, their brothers, their sisters, their relatives, or their Dhamma; those with husbands, those who entail punishments, or even those crowned with flowers by another man. This is how one is made impure in three ways by bodily action….
“And how is one made pure in three ways by bodily action? There is the case where a certain person, abandoning the taking of life, abstains from the taking of life. He dwells with his rod laid down, his knife laid down, scrupulous, merciful, compassionate for the welfare of all living beings. Abandoning the taking of what is not given, he abstains from taking what is not given. He does not take, in the manner of a thief, things in a village or a wilderness that belong to others and have not been given by them. Abandoning sensual misconduct, he abstains from sensual misconduct. He does not get sexually involved with those who are protected by their mothers, their fathers, their brothers, their sisters, their relatives, or their Dhamma; those with husbands, those who entail punishments, or even those crowned with flowers by another man. This is how one is made pure in three ways by bodily action.” — AN 10:176

“Monks, the taking of life—when indulged in, developed, & pursued—is something that leads to hell, leads to rebirth as a common animal, leads to the realm of the hungry shades. The slightest of all the results coming from the taking of life is that, when one becomes a human being, it leads to a short life span.

“Stealing—when indulged in, developed, & pursued—is something that leads to hell, leads to rebirth as a common animal, leads to the realm of the hungry shades. The slightest of all the results coming from stealing is that, when one becomes a human being, it leads to the loss of one’s wealth.

“Sexual misconduct—when indulged in, developed, & pursued—is something that leads to hell, leads to rebirth as a common animal, leads to the realm of the hungry shades. The slightest of all the results coming from sexual misconduct is that, when one becomes a human being, it leads to rivalry & revenge.” — AN 8:40

“There is the case where a disciple of the noble ones, abandoning the taking of life, abstains from taking life. In doing so, he gives freedom from danger, freedom from animosity, freedom from oppression to limitless numbers of beings. In giving freedom from danger, freedom from animosity, freedom from oppression to limitless numbers of beings, he gains a share in limitless freedom from danger, freedom from animosity, and freedom from oppression. This is the first gift, the first great gift—original, long-standing, traditional, ancient, unadulterated, unadulterated from the beginning—that is not open to suspicion, will never be open to suspicion, and is unfaulted by knowledgeable contemplatives & brahmans.” — AN 8:39 

“Those who engage in bodily misconduct, verbal misconduct, & mental misconduct leave themselves unprotected. Even though a squadron of elephant troops might protect them, a squadron of cavalry troops, a squadron of chariot troops, a squadron of infantry troops might protect them, still they leave themselves unprotected. Why is that? Because that’s an external protection, not an internal one. Therefore they leave themselves unprotected. But those who engage in good bodily conduct, good verbal conduct, & good mental conduct have themselves protected. Even though neither a squadron of elephant troops, a squadron of cavalry troops, a squadron of chariot troops, nor a squadron of infantry troops might protect them, still they have themselves protected. Why is that? Because that’s an internal protection, not an external one. Therefore they have themselves protected.” — SN 3:5
Virtue and Dukkha
We need to find a connection between “I don’t want to let go of all my passions” and “I would like to lose all my dukkha”, by investigating our reactions, to find how our dukkha arises.  This can be used as a contemplative enquiry.  Ayya Khema Who Is My Self?  p10
Discussion Questions

1. In what way do the principles of right action build on right view and right resolve? And what is their connection to right speech? Ajaan Suwat once mentioned that, once you resolve not to tell a lie, you have to be careful not to do anything else you would later have to lie about. That means you can’t kill, etc. In what other ways might right action build on right speech? 
2. More on the relationship between right speech and right action: The Buddha seems have regarded the precept against lying as the most important of the precepts. Why do you think would be so?
3. We don’t normally go around killing or stealing, but it’s useful to stop and ask yourself: How bad would things have to get in life—in your personal life, or if society at large began to break down—for you to contemplate actually killing or stealing? Do you feel secure in your conviction that you wouldn’t kill or steal under any circumstances? What further work would you have to do, in terms of developing good qualities of mind, so that you could develop a sense of true security in this area?
4. A precept is a promise to yourself not to engage in a particular type of action. An important part of making this promise is using your imagination to foresee situations where you might be tempted to break the precept, and then to do your best to prevent those situations from happening. For instance, if you take the precept against killing, you have to anticipate the fact that ants and termites might invade your home. If you take the precept against illicit sex, you have to realize that looking at sexually stimulating pictures, etc., will make it harder to keep the precept. What arrangements could you make in your life and living space to make it easier to observe the precepts in a consistent way?
5. The precept against illicit sex is defined as not having sex with a person who is under prior claims—i.e., is already in a committed relationship with someone else, or who has taken a vow of celibacy. The example given in the Canon are very specific to the culture and mores of the Buddha’s time, and this is one precept where different cultures over the centuries have added their own prescriptions as to what counts as illicit sex. Here in America we have many cultural spheres, with many different standards in this area. What do you identify as the cultural sphere in which you operate? What types of sexual behavior are inappropriate within that culture? What are the difficulties when two people are engaged in a sexual relationship and they identify themselves (or their families identify them) as operating in different cultural spheres? What Buddhist principles could be applied to help negotiate these difficulties?

[The above questions are from ‘The Noble Eightfol Path’ by Thanissaro Bhikkhu]
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