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8. Ways to Live in Peace, Harmony, and Joy: 
The Five Precepts and Ten Wholesome Deeds 

 
Do no evil; perform all good; purify your own mind;  

this is the teaching of all the buddhas. 
 

Precepts and Mindfulness 

In Buddhism we learn that charity, generosity, and giving lead 
to prosperity. When you give, you will receive a hundredfold in 
return. In contrast, stinginess or stealing leads to poverty and 
hardship. And how about good health? Certainly a proper diet 
supports good health. But there is more. Buddhism teaches that 
protecting life will result in good health and long life. Killing and 
hurting other sentient beings, however, will lead to poor health 
and a shortened lifespan. How does one gain wisdom? By 
studying the sutras, by practicing mindfulness, and avoiding 
intoxicating substances. These are a few of the many details the 
Buddha articulated to help sentient beings reach their goals of 
peace, harmony and joy.    

More specifically, the Buddha articulated a set of precepts, or 
moral guidelines, as a way to educate his disciples in how to avoid 
the actions that lead to pain and suffering. For Buddhist 
practitioners, keeping mindful of how they act, speak and think 
in their daily lives is the most effective way to practice the 
precepts. Intention is another key factor to be aware of. We want 
to make sure that we are not motivated by greed, anger or 
ignorance in anything that we do.  

The foundation of all Buddhist precepts is the five precepts: 
no killing, no stealing, no sexual misconduct, no lying, and no 
intoxicants. They are based on an understanding of causality; for 
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example, actions such as killing that bring suffering to others will 
eventually bring suffering back to the doer. Thus taking the 
precepts serves to remind us to be mindful of and responsible for 
our own actions. Happiness and peace of mind is ensured when 
we are careful of our transgressions.  
 

The Five Precepts 

No Killing: Refrain from killing or harming any sentient being, 
from humans to animals, birds, or even insects. Compassion is 
fundamental in the Buddhist practice. Sentient beings, humans 
and nonhumans alike, all feel pain and pleasure, and no one wants 
to be killed. Killing not only takes away what one treasures the 
most—life, but also creates much fear and agony in the victim. 
As Buddhist practitioners, we should do our best to protect the 
lives of all beings. 

No Stealing: Refrain from taking things that belong to others 
without permission, or obtaining things with improper means. In 
addition to not stealing, Buddhist practitioners should also be 
generous in charitable acts.  

No Sexual Misconduct: Refrain from promiscuity and 
adultery. Lust is one of a human being’s most powerful cravings, 
and if it is not properly controlled, it can lead to much harm and 
heartache not only to ourselves, but also to our family and those 
involved in our misconduct.  

No Lying: Refrain from deceitful, abusive, divisive and 
frivolous speech. Those who are dishonest will not only lose their 
integrity but also their friends. The most serious lie is to falsely 
claim for personal gain that one is an enlightened teacher, some 
kind of god, or a buddha. 
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No Intoxicants: Refrain from taking alcohol, drugs or any 
intoxicating agents that delude and muddle the mind. Being 
drunk or under the influence induces irrational thinking and 
harmful behavior. Examples of misfortunes and disasters caused 
by the indulgence of alcohol and the like are all over history. But 
most of all, intoxication is the opposite of awakening. 

 

The Spirit of the Precepts 

The five precepts are not only moral codes but also spiritual 
guidelines, which essentially help improve our practice of 
meditation and mindfulness: 

The spirit of “no killing” is never to harm others but to feel 
the suffering of others as our own. If we want a world free from 
hurt and sorrow, why would we want to inflict pain on others? 
On the contrary, when we protect life, we create a world of peace 
and safety for all beings. Upholding this precept helps us guard 
against our anger and hostility and develop loving-kindness 
instead. 

The spirit of no stealing is to not covet what belongs to 
another, to be content with what we have, and to share 
generously. There is joy in letting go, in sharing with others, and 
in seeing others happy. Observing no-stealing counteracts greed 
and develops a gracious mind of generosity.  

The spirit of no sexual misconduct is to have self-control over 
our lust, to live with integrity, and to respect the trust placed on 
us by our loved one. This precept is an antidote to our desires, 
helping rid ourselves of unhealthy attachments and clinging. 



Level 1-A v0.12 20191221 

35 |  

 

The spirit of no lying is to be truthful in all our endeavors, to 
be honest with ourselves and others, and to be sincere with our 
spiritual practice.  

The spirit of no intoxicants is to increase the lucidity of mind, 
to rid ourselves of all delusions, and to aspire to perfect 
enlightenment.  

In short, upholding the five precepts helps us counter our 
greed, anger, and ignorance and enhances our awareness and 
mindfulness in our daily lives and in our meditation. 

 

The Ten Wholesome Deeds 

Another way of practicing the five precepts is known as the 
ten wholesome deeds, which are accomplished by refraining from 
ten unwholesome actions: three committed through the body, 
four committed through speech, and three committed through 
the mind.  

Three bodily actions: refrain from killing, stealing and sexual 
misconduct. 

Four verbal transgressions: refrain from 1) false speech, 
such as lying and slandering; 2) divisive speech, gossip intended 
to cause misunderstanding and animosity among people; 3) 
abusive speech, such as insults and profanities; and 4) frivolous 
speech, such as meaningless or flirtatious talk that induces 
unwholesome thoughts in others.  

Three mental actions: Do not give rise to greed, anger, and 
ignorance, known as the “three poisons” in Buddhism, the root 
of all unwholesome deeds. 
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Summary 

Buddhist precepts can be summarized in the following 
teaching: “Do no evil; perform all good; purify your own mind; 
this is the teaching of all the buddhas.” As we practice the 
precepts, live by their spirits, and develop our mindfulness, 
calmness and clarity, we will find the world we live in to be more 
peaceful and harmonious. 

 

Reflection: 

Think of all the situations in our daily life where mindfulness 
is needed in order to observe the five precepts well, and the 
benefits to ourselves and others when we practice 
mindfulness in these situations. 

For example, mind not to gossip behind someone’s back (no 
divisive speech) even if it is tempting under that situation—
avoid misunderstanding, making enemies; my mind at 
peace …etc. 
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