Virtue 

Virtue as a Pre-requisite

A virtuous and moral life is an absolute requisite for practising the sets [The ‘sets’ referred to here are the seven sets of the ‘Wings to Awakening’, which constitute the Buddha’s own list of his most important teachings.  They comprise the four frames of reference, the four right exertions, the four bases of power, the five faculties, the five strengths, the seven factors for awakening, and the noble eightfold path].  This is a point that cannot be overstated, a fact reflected in the large number of canonical passages that hammer it home. ---------

The texts explain the precepts that underline a virtuous life, not as rules imposed by an outside authority, but as guidelines for action that a person would voluntarily undertake when accepting the importance of the principles of kamma and skillful action in shaping the course of one’s experience. -------------  The Buddha’s teachings on virtue consist not only of the “don’ts” of the precepts, but also of the “dos” of such positive standards as sympathy, reliability, and genuine helpfulness.  Skillfulness is not simply a matter of avoiding bad consequences; it also actively cultivates the good.

In keeping with the teaching that kamma is essentially intention, the precepts are designed to focus on the state of mind motivating the act.  A precept is broken only when one does so intentionally.  Thus the practice of observing the precepts requires constant attention to the factor of intention in one’s actions; it also requires that one develops the “sublime attitudes” (brahma-vihara) of good-will, compassion, appreciation and equanimity, which strengthens one’s ability to side with skilful intentions.  In this way, the Buddha’s approach to morality is to use the realm of personal action as an area for the comprehensive training of the mind.

These three aspects of the Buddha’s approach to morality – the avoidance of bad kamma, the development of skillful mental states, and the purification of intention – follow the pattern of the heart of the Buddha’s teachings -----





The non-doing of any evil,





the performance of what is skilful, 





the cleansing of one’s own mind:





this is the Buddha’s teaching.








Dhp 183

They also explain why virtue is a necessary foundation for the practice of concentration: a moral life brings about an absence of remorse; people who, in all honesty, have no reason for remorse over their actions or for anxiety over the consequences of those actions feel a natural sense of inner joy.  Their joy is intensified when they reflect upon the positive acts of kindness and generosity that they have performed for others.  Thus intensified, this joy then provides the basis for the inner pleasure that allows for concentration.  In this way, a healthy sense of self-worth is a necessary pre-condition for a stable mind.

In addition, the practice of virtue forces one to develop a number of the “concentration” factors in the sets themselves, on a preliminary level of skill, thus making them strong and fit for formal concentration practice.  To maintain a precept, one must keep it constantly in mind: this strengthens mindfulness.  One must stick to one’s determination to abide by one’s principles: this strengthens persistence.  One must pay attention to the present moment, for this is where the decision to keep or break a precept is made; and one must remain firm in one’s cultivation of the sublime attitudes: these factors strengthen concentration.  One must be clear about one’s motives for acting, and at the same time be sensitive in knowing how to apply a particular precept to one’s present situation e.g. being quick to avoid an issue in which telling the truth might be harmful, yet without telling a lie.  This strengthens one’s ability to analyze the mind in the present moment, intensifying one’s powers of discernment in general.  These four factors – mindfulness, effort, concentration and discernment – are the central elements in all of the seven sets.  Thus, the practice of virtue, on a rudimentary level, the qualities of mind needed for concentration practice.  Thanissaro Bhikkhu ‘Wings to Awakening’  pp60 - 61

Virtue as a Pre-requisite (2)

Though training in moral discipline is listed first among the three groups of practices, it should not be regarded lightly. It is the foundation of the entire path, essential for the success of the other trainings.  The Buddha himself frequently urged his disciples to adhere to the rules of discipline, “seeing danger in the slightest fault”.  One time, when a monk approached the Buddha and asked for the training in brief, the Buddha told him: “First establish yourself in the starting point of wholesome states, that is, in purified moral discipline and right view.  Then, when your moral discipline is purified and your views straight, you should practise the four foundations of mindfulness.   Bhikkhu Bodhi ‘The Noble Eightfold Path’ p42

The English word “morality” and its derivatives suggest a sense of obligation and constraint quite foreign to the Buddhist conception of sila; this connotation probably enters from the theistic background to Western ethics.  Buddhism, with its non-theistic framework, grounds its ethics, not on the notion of obedience, but on that of harmony.  In fact, the commentaries explain the word sila by another word, samadhana, meaning “harmony” or “co-ordination”.  Bhikkhu Bodhi ‘The Noble Eightfold Path’ p43
The three divisions of the Noble Eightfold Path provide the check against [the] threefold layering of the defilements.  The first, the training in moral discipline, restrains unwholesome bodily and verbal activity and thus prevents the defilements from reaching the stage of transgression.  The training in concentration provides the safeguard against the stage of manifestation.  It removes already manifest defilements and protects the mind from their continued influx.  But even though concentration may be pursued to the depths of full absorption, it cannot touch the basic source of affliction – the latent tendencies lying dormant in the mental continuum. Against these concentration is powerless, since to root them out calls for more than mental calm,  What it calls for, beyond the composure and serenity of the unified mind, is wisdom (panna), a penetrating vision of phenomena in their fundamental mode of being.  Bhikkhu Bodhi ‘The Noble Eightfold Path’ p104

Virtue and Dukkha
To perfect anything takes training.  It is wise, however, not to think of this training as something imposed on us from outside.  Rather, it is something we impose on ourselves because we realize that by conquering our own negative instincts and impulses, we will eventually conquer all the illusions that create dukkha for us.  Every step of the Buddha’s teaching is designed to take us nearer that goal.  Knowing we have done nothing wrong, we have no guilt, no sense of omission or commission, and therefore we feel very much at ease.  Ayya Khema ‘Who Is My Self?’  p15

1
2

