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On Ethics and Healing, by Jason Espada

We’ve all noticed that the mind of a good person has an ethical quality to it.  In most of us, this ethical quality is mixed with delusions, or some corruption, in the form of greed, aggression, jealousy, pettiness, and so on.

In a person with some inner development, the moral quality is stronger, and in someone we’d call ‘saintly’ that ethical quality is there powerfully.

What is here being called ethical, or moral has two sides to it.  One is the character of the life itself of a good person, and the other is the expression of ethics as it is taught.  This second category of ethics, the outward form, is sometimes called ‘precepts’, or ‘commandments’, but they all amount to the same thing.  They are guidelines for sane living.  Here, ‘sane’ equates to health, because health on the inside brings peace and health on the outside as well.

On the subject of ethics, and its relationship to health, Lama Zopa Rinpoche says:

“…, one of the most important things you can do is to live a life of moral discipline. Do not deceive yourself by thinking that this is only a religious viewpoint - it is real protection.

For example, if you let your mind go crazy, your life is unprotected. Preventing your mind from going crazy is the way to protect your life. Just see how many problems plague a country where moral discipline is in short supply. The way to protect, or heal, your mind and body is to purify the causes of problems that you have already created, which lie in your mind.”

Religious commandments, all by themselves, have gotten something of a bad reputation, as being for hypocrites, or as coming ‘from on high’ and not from within, and this criticism is at least partly deserved.   As one teacher put it, by the time something is merely a law, it’s already too late, the Way has already been lost.  And there’s truth in that.

For ethical teachings to make sense and be a source of strength, these outer guidelines will always need to be brought together with inner education.  

Another way though of looking at moral teachings is to consider them to be our inherited wisdom from those who have lived before us.  Out of their hard earned experience and out of their compassion, our ancestors have left us guidelines for living well, and for having balance, harmony, happiness and health in our lives.  It’s for each of us individually to receive such teachings in one form or another, and work out the implications for our own lives.

In Buddhist teachings, there are five Precepts, which are: not to kill, steal, harm sexually, lie or take intoxicants.  These can also be expressed positively, as in: protect life;  live generously, with wisdom; honor sexuality and relationships; speak truthfully and constructively; and cultivate clarity.

Here are Thich Nhat Hanh’s contemporary expression of the Traditional Five Precepts:

The First Precept

Aware of the suffering caused by the destruction of life, I vow to cultivate compassion and learn ways to protect the lives of people, 

animals, plants, and minerals. I am determined not to kill, not to let others kill, and not to condone any act of killing in the world, in my thinking, and in my way of life.

The Second Precept

Aware of the suffering caused by exploitation, social injustice, stealing, and oppression, I vow to cultivate loving kindness and learn ways to work for the well-being of people, animals, plants, and minerals. I vow to practice generosity by sharing my time, energy, and material resources with those who are in real need. I am determined not to steal and not to possess anything that should belong to others. I will respect the property of others, but I will prevent others from profiting from human suffering or the suffering of other species on Earth.

The Third Precept

Aware of the suffering caused by sexual misconduct, I vow to cultivate responsibility and learn ways to protect the safety and integrity of individuals, couples, families, and society. I am determined not to engage in sexual relations without love and a long-term commitment. To preserve the happiness of myself and others, I am determined to respect my commitments and the commitments of others. I will do everything in my power to protect children from sexual abuse and to prevent couples and families from being broken by sexual misconduct.

The Fourth Precept

Aware of the suffering caused by unmindful speech and the inability to listen to others, I vow to cultivate loving speech and deep listening in order to bring joy and happiness to others and relieve others of their suffering. Knowing that words can create 

happiness or suffering, I vow to learn to speak truthfully, with words that inspire self-confidence, joy, and hope. I am determined not to spread news that I no not know to be certain and not to criticize or condemn things of which I am not sure. I will refrain from uttering words that can cause division or discord, or that can cause the family or the community to break. I will make all efforts to reconcile and resolve all conflicts, however small.

The Fifth Precept

Aware of the suffering caused by unmindful consumption, I vow to cultivate good health, both physical and mental, for myself, my family, and my society by practicing mindful eating, drinking, and consuming. I vow to ingest only items that preserve peace, well-being, and joy in my body, in my consciousness, and in the collective body and consciousness of my family and society. I am determined not to use alcohol or any other intoxicant or to ingest foods or other items that contain toxins, such as certain TV programs, magazines, books, films, and conversations. I am aware that to damage my body or my consciousness with these poisons is to betray my ancestors, my parents, my society, and future generations. I will work to transform violence, fear, anger, and confusion in myself and in society by practicing a diet for myself and for society. I understand that a proper diet is crucial for self-transformation and for the transformation of society.

(See also Thich Nhat Hanh’s  commentary on these precepts, and also his Fourteen Precepts of the Order of Interbeing.)

From what I can tell, keeping precepts cultivates virtue, or positive energy, creates good karma, and protects our life.  This can heal our life on a very deep level.

We’ve all made mistakes, and messes in our lives, and these can be corrected and healed by practicing ethics.  

(For more information on the purification of faults, their effects and also their causes, see also the essay called A few words on what his called purification in Buddhism.)

Guidelines in general are offered are to help us to find the way in our self.  An outer teaching, at its best, can help to awaken in our self the sense of what is right.  Then that teaching, a like medicine that helps awaken the body’s natural healing function, has served its purpose.

The Dalai Lama has called ethics:

Medicine to eradicate the misery of delusion, and

An ointment to purify the stains of wrong conduct

In a short treatise on ethics, he quotes one text known as

‘The Great Sutra on Entering into Parinirvana’:

Like the raised victory banner of all Dharmas, moral discipline completely cuts off the paths of all negativities and unfortunate rebirths.  Like the medicinal tree, it cures all evil sickness.  It is nourishment for those tired and weary on the paths of worldly existence; a weapon for destroying the enemy of delusion.  It is a mystic spell which eliminates the poisonous snake of delusion, a bridge for crossing over the waters of evil…”

He also quotes the Saint Tsong Khapa, saying: 

Moral discipline is water to clean away the stains of negative actions, 

It is moonlight to cool the heat of delusion, 

Magnificent like Mt. Meru in the midst of sentient beings, 

it is the peaceful force uniting all sentient beings.

We just need to watch our own mind to see how this works.  We can see that even just aiming at being kind and ethical right away calms the turbulent emotions, and this immediately makes for better health, at least to some extent.  

Thich Nhat Hanh has said that precepts are like the north star - we dedicate and aim to go in that direction and do the best we can.

Trying our best to live ethically and with wisdom brings a clear conscience, and this then is the basis for even greater health and happiness.

It is because of all the good that can come from it, and because of how much these things are needed in our world today that I praise the precepts as practiced and taught.

(here follows the poem, In Praise of the Precepts)

(note: in this piece, one can also substitute the words ethics, ethical sense, morality, discipline, moral guidelines, or any other term with the same meaning)

I bow to the precepts that give life

I bow to the precepts that heal  (soothe… pacify…)

I bow to the precepts that protect the mind from suffering

I bow to the precepts that bring peace to self and others

I bow to the precepts that give health

I bow to the precepts that give strength

I bow to the precepts that purify all beings   

I bow to the precepts that are the expression of great respect between people

I bow to the precepts that are the expression of reverence for life,

I bow to the precepts that are the expression of this wisdom

I honor the precepts that are the essential character of all good people

I pay homage to the precepts that support meditation

I bow to the precepts that tame the mind, and keep it humble

I bow to the precepts that bestow dignity upon self and others

I bow to the precepts that are true wealth

I bow to the precepts whose practice ennobles

whose practice uplifts

whose practice beautifies the world

I bow to the precepts that can bring safety for self and others

I bow to the precepts that can bring freedom from fear to self and others

I bow to the precepts that create the causes for happiness, now and in the future, for self and others

I bow to the precepts whose beneficial influence, even when practiced by just one person, reaches far

I honor the precepts that clarify the mind

Even the worst person, as soon as they turn their mind to the precepts, gains some improvement in their mind

I bow to the precepts that are the essential nature of the nectar that relieves the sufferings of the six realms    the goodness

I bow to the precepts that liberate

I pay homage to the precepts as spoken, written, and practiced

Any person in whom the precepts are strong is an object of refuge, whether they be a layperson or ordained

They are a source of safety and strength

Even without speaking, their presence alone comforts, and can heal

I bow to the precepts that are the essential character of all bodhisattvas and saints, and all good persons

I bow to the precepts that nourish, and that bring happiness
