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The Five Precepts 

 
          Discourse on the Taking of the Three Refuges and Five Precepts Ceremony 

on June 25, 1995 by Venerable Master Miao Lien 
 

In Sanskrit, men and women who have taken the Five Precepts are referred to as 

Upasaka and Upasika respectively, which means male and female disciples. Those who 

have vowed to follow the Five Precepts or the Bodhisattva Precepts are disciples and 

protectors of the Three Treasures. In terms of the Buddhadharma, they must participate in 

the myriad practices of Bodhisattvas, for if a teacher needs to complete a task, his 

students should be of assistance.  

 

The Five Precepts are prohibitions against killing, stealing, engaging in sexual 

misconduct, lying, and taking intoxicants. The first four—no killing, no stealing, no sexual 

misconduct, and no false speech—are fundamental precepts, while the fifth—no 

intoxicants—is a preventative precept. Now, let us discuss why we must refrain from 

killing, stealing, committing sexual misconduct, engaging in false speech, and taking 

intoxicants. What are the benefits of upholding the precepts? What are the drawbacks of 

not upholding them? 

 

First Precept: No Killing  

 

To avoid making others suffer, we shall not kill any sentient beings, even for the sake 

of saving our own lives. This topic should be understood in Buddhist terms, not using 

common secular arguments. Ordinary people think that self-defense is necessary to 

defend themselves from harm. But this is not the Buddhist way. Not only do we need to 

abstain from killing people, but we must also refrain from harming insects, such as ants, 

even to save our own lives. The lives of all beings—men, women, birds, beasts, and even 

ants—must be preserved. 

 

Not only must we avoid killing living beings, but we must never tell others to kill on 

our behalf. It is not enough that you avoid killing; you should also make sure to never 

persuade others to kill or carry out bad deeds. Keep in mind that you bear the 

consequences of your own unwholesome acts. By inducing others to engage in negative 

actions, the precept is violated, not only by yourself but also by the person acting under 

your influence. Be careful, for when a precept is breached, the status as Upasaka or 

Upasika is lost, which also means the loss of status as a Buddhist lay practitioner. 

Therefore, you should uphold this precept. 
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What are the benefits of upholding this precept? What are the consequences of 

violating it? Those who breach this precept, a butcher for instance, lose their status as 

Buddhist disciples, as they have left the Way. When the precept is kept, you do others no 

harm so others do not harm you. If you endanger people’s lives, causing their life span to 

shorten, how can you expect to live a long life? If you cut people’s lives short, damaging 

their physical body, eventually in your present or future lives, not only will you have to 

return life for life, but you will also suffer from poor health and many bodily afflictions. 

 

The spirit of the precepts is “Do not do to others what you do not want others to do 

to you.” Why must we refrain from killing other sentient beings? Let’s think about it. 

Would we want to be murdered by others? Certainly not! Sometimes we even find 

undeserved praise unpleasant, how can we be pleased when others injure us? We must 

not take the lives of other beings. Merit and peacefulness are attained when we refrain 

from harming others. 

 

Why do Buddhists follow a vegetarian diet? Because of their eating habits, most 

people indirectly demand that others kill living beings for them. This is how butchers keep 

their jobs. But if everyone refrained from eating and buying meat, it would remain unsold. 

Butchers would no longer kill animals, as there would be no money to be made in the 

meat trade. Negative karma accumulated by meat eaters will not affect vegetarians, as 

they have no part in the unwholesome cause. Without participating in the collective 

karma of killing, no consequences of such actions will be experienced. As a result, even 

when residing in areas of nuclear warfare or massacres, vegetarians will remain unharmed. 

Upholding this precept keeps us safe and carefree. Are these not worthy reasons for 

upholding the precept? 

 

This precept dictates that Buddhists shall not pursue revenge even for the lives of 

their family members. From the secular perspective, how can a person not take revenge 

on behalf of his or her father? This would be considered unloving and disrespectful! From 

the Buddhadharma’s perspective, it is better to avoid animosity than to become involved 

in quarrels. If you harmed someone’s father after he has harmed yours, this vicious cycle 

will never end. Of course the person who harms your father is in the wrong, but you must 

reflect in retrospect as to why someone would want to harm your father. This is a stern 

issue to contemplate. 

 

From the Buddhist perspective, all sentient beings in the Six Paths of Transmigration 

may be our past parents or siblings. But even if they are not, all sentient beings are future 

Buddhas. They misbehave out of ignorance and karmic hindrances, so we must forgive 

them. We should not pay them back. Even some secular people are magnanimous and of 

noble character, not to mention us Buddhists, who must not be calculating or dwell upon 
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the past wrongs of others. The Buddhadharma teaches everyone to make concessions and 

to dissolve enmity, as great blessings and virtues come our way when we follow these 

guidelines. This is the Bodhisattva Way which transcends all worldly honors and secular 

values. 

 

When you take the precept of doing others no harm, you are in fact protecting and 

benefitting yourself. You are careless with yourself when you harm others. As a saying 

goes, “Having a thousand friends is not too many, but making a single enemy will give you 

enough trouble.” Why create negative affinity with others by the act of killing sentient 

beings? The greatest merit within heaven and earth is life. Being benevolent and 

compassionate are the basic principles of a human. We need to have compassion and 

refrain from killing people and animals. The Buddha views all sentient beings as his 

children. When siblings harm each other, their parents are heartbroken. To avoid giving 

their parents grief, siblings must live in harmony. Therefore, we should not harm other 

sentient beings. When we open up our minds to compassion, we will be like the Buddha! 

 

Everyone must uphold the precept properly after taking it. This is the Bodhisattva 

path! Unlimited blessings and wisdom are gained when you complete the Bodhisattva 

path. Acquiring blessings and wisdom will bring you lasting happiness. Otherwise, you will 

have only accumulated karmic obstacles and enemies. Then, how will you be able to live a 

peaceful, happy, and comfortable life? Refraining from killing sentient beings is our duty 

as human beings. For your own peace and joy, do not kill people or animals. 

 

Violence and hostility stem from conflicts. These arise from greed for worldly 

matters and from taking advantage of other sentient beings. Buddhists should not take 

advantage of other beings. Without greed there is no hatred. Without hatred, no negative 

karma due to killing is created. We need to tackle this issue from the root causes. Killing is 

unavoidable when hatred and greed exist. When encouraged to refrain from killing 

animals by being a vegetarian, if you remain greedy for pleasure, the desire will increase 

your craving for meat. Even though your mouth is actually quite small, about two inches 

wide, in a lifetime of eating animals, countless lives have been sacrificed for your sake. But 

now that you have awakened, you need to repent and stop creating more negative karma. 

 

Being greedy creates desires. Hatred arises when slight conflicts hinder you from 

pursuing your desires. From this, we learn that hatred comes from greed. Thus, in order to 

eradicate the root cause, we must eliminate our greed, hatred, and ignorance. Greed and 

hatred originate from ignorance! In order to uphold this precept happily and peacefully, 

we must have the correct view right from the beginning. Be awakened to avoid suffering! 

Who created the hells? Nobody but you yourself! 
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Upholding the precepts is our basic duty. However, we should not be content with 

simply abiding by them. That only shows that we are not bad people, as we do not harm 

or put others in danger. In this sense, we are better than those who misbehave, but it 

doesn’t follow that we are truly good and compassionate! 

 

Then, what makes a person truly kind? Apart from not taking away the lives of other 

sentient beings, including animals, we must also save them. Apart from doing them no 

harm, we must also help them become healthier. Under the right conditions, our blessings 

and wisdom can save beings from sickness and poverty. When sentient beings are at risk 

or in danger, we must lend a hand. In times of hardship, the top priority is to save lives; 

therefore, in addition to not killing sentient beings, we must also release those animals 

and people who are in captivity. 

 

Nowadays, there are negative consequences for attempting to liberate lives by 

buying animals to set them free. Why? Because unlike before, it is now difficult to find 

places to keep the animals safe and taken care of. A better way to liberate lives is to follow 

a vegetarian diet. If we also encourage others, including family, relatives, and friends, to 

be vegetarian, we show true compassion. Tens of thousands of lives can be saved if a 

person refrains from eating animals. We often see people setting living beings free, but 

how often and on what scale can they do so? By that method, only a limited number of 

lives can be set free. Plus, if these liberators continue to eat meat every day, how does the 

book balance in the long run? Of course, it is better than doing nothing at all to liberate 

beings. But although merits can be accumulated by freeing lives, such merits do not 

compare to those earned by being a vegetarian. We must endeavor to cultivate complete 

and perfect blessings by refraining from forming enmity with other sentient beings, 

including animals, whom we may encounter in future lives. To lead a healthy, long life, we 

must be determined to be vegetarian and disengage from the act of killing of animals.  

 

These are the benefits of upholding the no-killing precept, but what happens if 

someone breaches the precept? Sagely fruition is unattainable when the precepts are 

breached. We know that sowing the seed of compassion is the path to transcending the 

cycle of birth and death, and transcending this world can save you from the suffering of 

re-birth. The compassionate Buddha instructed us to refrain from detrimental deeds. 

Upholding the precepts is for our own benefit. What if we choose to misbehave? We will 

bear the consequences ourselves. You are all wise; will you choose to uphold the precepts 

or not? 
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Second Precept: No Stealing 

 

Sometimes people steal out of greed, not out of necessity for food or money. This 

precept prohibits stealing regardless of the reason: greed, pleasure, or necessity. 

According to the Buddhadharma, you should not steal even to save your own life, because 

it harms others. 

 

Generally speaking, there are two types of theft: robbing and stealing. Neither is 

acceptable, not even for a penny. A person of moral integrity refuses to accept money 

gained from dishonorable means. Taking anything without permission breaks the precept, 

even taking a needle or a piece of thread is unacceptable. Do not steal for the purpose of 

gaining small advantages. There are many examples of stealing, such as tax evasion and 

doing business in a dishonorable fashion. Suppose you agree to sell cups for five dollars 

each. However, upon delivery, you switch the product and instead provide the buyer with 

four dollar cups. In this case, you have stolen one dollar per cup sold. 

 

A businessperson should be trustworthy and honest, no matter who the customers 

are. A business person who keeps enticing others with undeliverable promises damages 

moral integrity. When wealth is gained through such means, happiness cannot be attained. 

It is considered as stealing to earn money through unethical means, because it is not 

meant to be yours. When doing business, goods should be traded according to their actual 

worth. As long as you do business with honesty, it does not matter if, for example, you 

make a profit of ten dollars for each item you sell. Do not mislead others with lies. 

 

Often, businesspeople say, “How can we do business without lying?” This is caused 

by bad habits! An honest and reliable businessperson retains customers. Customers will 

not return if they are cheated. 

 

Do you wish to gain blessings and fortune? If so, you have to be honest in your 

business dealings. Upon gaining trust from others, you will naturally earn money. But 

when clients realize that you are lying, they will take their businesses elsewhere. When 

you follow the precepts and remain honest and truthful, people will surely do business 

with you.  

 

Most people are vigilant of deception. People tend to take extra care and keep a 

distance when doing business for the first time. However, if you prove to be trustworthy 

and honest, they will come to trust you. We have to act with moral integrity. Refrain from 

thinking, “Everyone is doing business dishonestly nowadays. I will be taken advantage of if 

I am honest and trustworthy.” On the contrary, you gain blessings when you are taken 

advantage of. Conversely, you lose blessings when you take advantage of others. Society 
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will be changed for the better if everyone upholds this precept. Everyone will be 

convinced that doing business with Buddhists is safe. 

 

Third Precept: No Lying 

 

Common lies that people tell each other are ordinary false speech. Examples of false 

speech are stating facts as fiction, stating fiction as facts, turning right into wrong, turning 

wrong into right, and gossiping. In Buddhism, major false speech is a false claim of 

spiritual attainment. For example, “I have attained Arhatship.” This is called “not 

possessing that which is claimed.” If you state that you have attained the fruition of 

Arhatship when, in fact, you have not, you are deceiving others. What is the purpose of 

this deceit? Attaining Arhatship is a great achievement and deserves others’ respect. 

People may tell this lie for the purpose of gaining offerings and respect. This is considered 

fake cultivation. 

 

A real Buddhist practitioner would not lie. In fact, even if the person has attained 

Arhatship, this fact would be shared discreetly. A liar’s character is questionable. How can 

he or she attain the Way? What is fake cultivation? It is practiced by people who only 

cultivate when others are present. This cultivation is superficial, as the thought does not 

match the person’s actions, hence the name, “fake cultivation.” How can one receive a 

response from such cultivation? Lies, like fire, cannot be wrapped in paper. 

 

False speech is not applicable to lay practitioners. You should, however, carefully 

avoid engaging in ordinary or minor false speech. Do not lie or fool others; speak the truth. 

Do not speak lies as if they were true and vice versa. Be truthful about what you know. Do 

not speak without thinking. 

 

False speech includes harsh speech, two-tongued speech, and suggestive speech. 

Two-tongued speech is making comments that alienate one person from another, causing 

misunderstandings between people that may lead to arguments or conflicts. Please refrain 

from two-tongued speech. Harsh speech implies verbal abuse for no apparent reason. Do 

not insult others with mean words. Suggestive speech means saying words that arouse 

inappropriate thoughts. One must be physically, mentally, and verbally ethical. Avoid 

meaningless chatter, such as giving undeserved praise. Also, avoid speech that brings 

about impure thoughts or that disrupts people’s peace of mind. Speak words that create 

peace and comfort both physically and mentally. Cultivate right speech to attain merits. If 

you engage in excessive unwholesome speech, you will be born mute in your next life. 

How painful that will be! 
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Forth Precept: No Sexual Misconduct 

 

Even though you are a Buddhist disciple, as a lay practitioner, you still live at home. 

Hence you are required to abide by social customs and laws, like carrying on the family’s 

lineage via procreation. Human beings, like all other things, derive from the five elements 

and are born from the coming together of yin and yang: the joining of the father’s sperm 

and the mother’s blood. To be able to procreate, then, human tradition allows for a 

monogamous marital relationship. As a Buddhist, you must uphold this precept without 

exception, abstaining from extra marital affairs, which is considered sexual misconduct. 

 

Upholding this precept produces harmonious relationships and peaceful families, 

bringing tranquility to the entire world. There are too many examples of ways in which 

sexual misconduct causes trouble. All areas of life are affected and, in fact, many acts of 

killing and stealing are caused by sexual misconduct. 

 

Most sutras touch on the issue of sexual desire, which is a common illness of 

sentient beings, because it is a difficult desire to control. It is, however, the most 

important one, because it goes to the root of the cycle of birth and death. In fact, we have 

all been reborn by conception from sexual relations, so we have heavy karmic hindrances 

in this area. However, the teachings of the Buddha and Guan Yin Bodhisattva are the cure 

for the root of this illness. The Buddhadharma teaches various methods to subdue sexual 

desire, such as contemplating the body as impure. Furthermore, those with much sexual 

desire should constantly and reverently recite the name of Guan Yin Bodhisattva, so they 

can immediately leave greed and desire behind. As Buddhist disciples, you must break 

through this barrier of desire, because if you don’t, your personal integrity is questionable. 

Then, how will you free yourself from the cycle of birth and death and attain Buddhahood? 

 

To stop sexual desire, you must contemplate the impurity of the human body. To be 

ultimately liberated from this affliction, you must chant the sacred name of Guan Yin 

Bodhisattva, knowing that desire is a fundamental hindrance. There is no medication in 

the secular world to cure this illness. Only the Buddhadharma offers a cure. Please be sure 

to take the medicine, so you can be cured. 

 

There are many methods taught by the Buddha to prevent sexual misconduct. 

Contemplating the impurity of the human body isn’t the only method. We can also, as the 

Buddha taught us, “treat all men as our fathers and treat all women as our mothers.” We 

can also see older people as our parents and older siblings, and the younger ones as our 

younger siblings. We should “have the intention of liberating them, so unwholesome 

thoughts will be extinguished.” We should see all sentient beings as future Buddhas, 

bestowing upon them the pure Dharma instead of a defiled one. If everyone were 
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conscious of this, no-one would break the precept. 

 

If you have the right view, you will no longer have polluted thoughts and desires. 

You must, therefore, confront those unwholesome thoughts with the right mindfulness. 

The Buddhadharma is about contemplation and mindfulness. It is said, “When a person 

visualizes the Buddha, his mind possesses the thirty-two auspicious characteristics and 

eighty minor marks of a Buddha.” If he thinks of sexual desire, however, his mind will 

direct him or her to the Three Lower Paths and to the hell realms. Hell is created by the 

mind. What is hell? Hell is killing, stealing, and sexual misconduct. 

 

As I have been saying above, killing, stealing, and sexual misconduct are afflictions 

and the root causes of birth and death. Buddhism also states, “Afflictions are Bodhi.” 

When afflictions are conquered, they become Bodhi (wisdom), but when unconquered, 

they become the path to the hell realms. How can afflictions be subdued? There are many 

methods, but at least we must chant Guan Yin’s name, as the Bodhisattva has great 

compassion and saves sentient beings from suffering, and there is plenty of suffering to go 

around. Physically we suffer from aging, illness, and death. Mentally we suffer from greed, 

anger, and ignorance. Even the earth is subject to the process of formation, existence, 

deterioration, and extinction. That is why we must chant the Buddha’s name to be reborn 

in the Western Pure Land of Ultimate Bliss instead. 

 

Fifth Precept: Not Taking Intoxicants 

 

The first four—no killing, no stealing, no sexual misconduct, and no false speech—

are the fundamental precepts, while the fifth—not taking intoxicants—is a preventative 

precept. How, then, it becomes the fifth major precept? It is because intoxicants can cloud 

one’s judgment and mind. It becomes easier to break the first four major precepts upon 

taking intoxicants. Thus, the fifth precept goes together with the first four. Upon taking 

intoxicants you become disoriented, even though the intoxicant itself may be harmless. 

Some people might say, “Why is refraining from alcohol part of the precepts? It is not 

meat. As long as I avoid getting drunk, then it’s fine.” Wow, how reasonable this sounds! 

But, why would anyone want to get drunk? The first glass is due to persuasion by others, 

the second glass is your wanting to drink it, and the third is the alcohol calling for more. 

You should not be addicted to alcohol. How can you avoid getting drunk once you become 

addicted to it? What happens next? Oh how terrible, all secrets that one keeps are 

revealed and many bad deeds are committed as a result. That’s why everyone must refrain 

from taking intoxicants. Aside from the precept, you must do it for the sake of your health. 

Also, please do not smoke. Buddhist disciples must abstain from tobacco and alcohol. 
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At times, however, alcohol can be used as a remedy. It is true that sometimes it can 

be used as medication to cure colds or rheumatism. So, although Buddhism prohibits the 

consumption of alcohol, an exception is made when it is the only remedy that will cure a 

certain illness. In this case, the intoxicant is consumed as medicine. When it is cooked with 

other remedies, it does not lead to inebriation. However, one must not dishonestly 

consume alcohol claiming that it will cure an illness. 

 

Buddhist or not, you should abstain from smoking and consuming alcohol. Quitting 

tobacco and alcohol for health reasons helps you cultivate Buddhism without obstructions 

since, being ill, you would be unable to cultivate. But, if tobacco is so harmful, why is 

there no precept that prohibits its use? The precepts were formulated three thousand 

years ago, long before tobacco was popular. In fact, in addition to tobacco and alcohol, 

anything that is harmful, deludes the mind, or harms the body must be avoided. Take 

illegal drugs as an example. Once consumed, the person becomes worthless and loses his 

or her integrity as a human being. All those hallucinogens are included in the precept 

against taking intoxicants. You must stay away from all of them. Also, you must sever all 

ties with the tobacco and alcohol industries, as employment with such businesses is 

considered an unwholesome occupation. As a lay Buddhist practitioner, you must keep 

your distance from such business endeavors! 

 

Upholding precepts, chanting the Buddha’s name, and performing only wholesome 

deeds 

 

Abiding by the precepts most certainly produces merits. Furthermore, there are 

Precept Protectors who prevent you from committing unwholesome deeds. When you 

uphold the precepts, you enjoy peace. But you need to continually stay away from 

detrimental deeds to retain such peace.  When you breach the precepts, you become 

like dry wood ready to catch fire: you become unable to attain peace. 

 

But it is not just about upholding the precepts. We need to go a step further. Not 

only should we refrain from killing, we must also liberate lives. Not only should we refrain 

from stealing, we must also give! Not only should we avoid stealing from others, we 

should also donate money to help the poor. Do not hold the money back, because keeping 

it in the bank is not entirely safe. Keep in mind that even if you are rich, it does not 

necessarily follow that you are blessed. The money may bring you much trouble. If you 

knew how to use money wisely, you would give what is left over to those who need it. 

This is the true way to deposit money for your future lives. Moreover, if you are able to 

make offerings to support and protect the Three Treasures, your blessings and merits 

become immeasurable! 
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We must never lie. Say only good words from now on. The best speech of all is 

chanting Amitabha Buddha’s name, for it is the medicine of sweet dew and immortality, 

and it is most noble and precious. A single recitation of Amitabha Buddha’s name is a 

multivitamin. All virtues are within this sacred name, which means “infinite life, infinite 

light.” 

 

Would you like to uphold the precepts purely? You can only do so by chanting the 

names of Guan Yin Bodhisattva and Amitabha Buddha. Only when the mind is pure and 

serene will it stay away from defilements. To have an undefiled mind, you must chant 

Amitabha Buddha’s and Guan Yin Bodhisattva’s names! 

 

Upon understanding the above outlined Five Precepts, you will understand the 

meaning and reason behind taking them. May you all unfold your wisdom and bring forth 

a sincere mind to this experience. My desire is that everyone can attain Buddhahood as 

soon as possible! 


