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INTRODUCTION

The communal life of the Sangha is an integral part of our practice. Its conduct is based on the Noble Eightfold Path as well as the Sixteen Soto Zen Bodhisattva Precepts, and the Six Paramitas, along with the great body of foundational Mahayana teachings. In recognition of the difficulty of refining this way of living, we take Refuge in the Three Treasures of Buddha, Dharma, and Sangha. Sangha, for purposes of this document will include all Clergy, Members, Residents, Students, and Guests (denoting guest clergy and teachers.) Special cases, such as Residents (live-in Students contributing tuition and internships), as well as Tenants (businesses whose managements sublease commercial space), will be treated in separate agreements detailing the policies governing their relationships to the Board of Directors (BOD) and Abbot/Abbess Advisory Council (AAC).


Buddhist underpinnings of ethical conduct include, but are not limited to, the following.

1. Eightfold Path


Ethical or “right” conduct comprises those dimensions of the Eightfold Path that others can observe in one’s behavior: right Speech, Action and Livelihood. Right Conduct, however, stems from other dimensions of the Path not subject to direct observation, namely: Discipline—consisting of right Effort, Mindfulness, and Meditation; and right Wisdom—consisting of View and Thought. 

This traditional tripartite division of the eight dimensions allows for a relatively simple analysis, suggesting that right Conduct is not really possible in the absence of right Discipline and Wisdom.  Thus, any attempt to define or practice right Conduct in the absence of, or preceding, the genuine practice-experience of Discipline and Wisdom, is bound to be partial, and incomplete. 

2. Bodhisattva Precepts

The observance of right Conduct is also predicated upon the observance of the Sixteen Soto Zen Buddhist, or Bodhisattva, Precepts. The Precepts are so intimate a part of Zen practice that they have traditionally been called the blood vein of the ancestral lineage. 

The Precepts can be understood and interpreted at many levels. They can be understood as supports for the practice of awakening, as the arena of that practice, and as the expression of awakening itself. Mahayana Precepts can be understood from differing points of view—the relative and the absolute, for example—indicating that the Precepts are never fully accomplished, or that they are always fulfilled. However we interpret them, Zen practice cannot exist separately from  basing one's actions on the sixteen Bodhisattva Precepts.

In order to foster a supportive, harmonious and safe environment for the Sanghas’ benefit, below you will find an outline of the salient and significant ways in which Buddhist teachings guide and inform our community life; and under Conclusions, implications and expectations that follow.
A. THE THREE REFUGES

The Three Refuges are inseparable from the foundation and orientation of our taking up the Zen life; we take refuge in them in light of the ongoing difficulty of living up to the Precepts and other teachings:

1. Taking Refuge in Buddha

We acknowledge the Buddha Nature of all beings, and practice to recover our own. We acknowledge the central role of zazen in this effort. While there are different levels of spiritual and administrative authority within the Sangha, we recognize that fundamentally every being is a manifestation of Buddha Nature. Buddha nature is actualized through right Discipline.

2. Taking Refuge in Dharma

We acknowledge the wisdom of the Buddhist Dharma, and that compassion is the Bodhisattva way of life. It is through the living truth of this Dharma that we embody, express and make accessible the teachings of Zen Buddhism, as conveyed through the lineage of the Soto Zen School by the [STO] founders. Realizing that our understanding and practice of Soto Zen is one of many approaches, we also acknowledge and respect all other genuine expressions of buddha-dharma. Dharma is revealed through right Wisdom.

3. Taking Refuge in Sangha

We acknowledge the crucial supporting role that the [STO] community life has in our practice. As part of taking refuge is the offering of refuge, we aspire to create an inclusive Sangha for all to engage the Bodhisattva Way. We affirm and respect differences and similarities in gender, age, race, ethnicity, sexual orientation, and political belief, as well as physical abilities and appearances. Sangha is realized through right Conduct.

B. THREE PURE PRECEPTS

The Three Pure Precepts are inseparable from Zen practice. They represent the aspiration and way of life of a Bodhisattva, and as such are the starting point for Buddhist ethics.

1. Doing No Harm 

Refraining from causing unnecessary or excessive harm to oneself and other beings; to the soil, waters, atmosphere, and the Earth itself; and to the biosphere and ecosystem in general.

2. Doing Only Good
Acting from the loving kindness, compassion, sympathetic joy and equanimity of our awakened nature. In our effort to live ethically, we embrace and rely upon the time-honored Mahayana practices of confession, repentance, atonement, and reconciliation.

3. Doing Good for Others

Endeavoring to help to free all beings before oneself. Supporting others in their efforts to discover their Buddha nature. Facilitating this opportunity we recognize the importance of maintaining balance between individual negotiation of the Way, and collective spiritual and institutional needs of Sangha. When perceived conflict arises, the process of ethical resolution is one of “freeing all beings.”

C. TEN GRAVE PRECEPTS

The Ten Grave Precepts are inseparable from both the individual Buddha Nature and its actualization in our social relations with each other. They describe the way of life of Buddhas and Bodhisattvas, as well as all Sangha members. All followers of Buddhism spire to the following.

1. Abstaining from willful unnecessary taking of life while cultivating and affirming life.

Expressing intention to live as harmlessly as possible. When understood in its broadest context, not killing can also be understood as not harming, especially not denying the Buddha nature of other sentient beings.

We also acknowledge our role, either directly or in complicity with others, in the killing of other forms of life. As a Sangha, when institutional questions of killing animals, plants and insects arise, we must carefully consider our real needs and Bodhisattva-inspired responsibility to work for the benefit of all beings.

2. Abstaining from taking what is not freely given while cultivating generosity.

Expressing the aspiration to live from a generous heart free from an avaricious mind. At a personal level, avaricious behavior harms the person who steals. On a community level, stealing can harm or even destroy the opportunity and the environment for Zen practice.

Those who handle Sangha funds or other assets also have a special responsibility to take good care of them through due diligence, and avoid their deliberate misuse or misappropriation, both of which are institutional forms of stealing.

 
In addition, the misuse of authority and status is a form of taking what is not given. Within the complex life of the Sangha, various hierarchical levels of authority and seniority can be determinative. It is particularly important that individuals in positions of trust do not misuse status or authority as a way to achieve special privileges and consideration, or otherwise control or inappropriately influence others.

3. Abstaining from indulging in sexual misconduct while cultivating and honoring the body.

Expressing acceptance that sexuality is as much a part of the arena of practice as any other aspect of our daily lives. Acknowledging and honoring sexuality supports an environment conducive to cultivating mindful and compassionate relationships.

Special care must be taken when people of unequal status or authority wish to enter into an intimate personal relationship. Inappropriate forms of intimate relationships can lead to great confusion and harm. They are considered a misuse of sexuality within the Sangha:

a. Adult-Minor

It is considered a grave misuse of responsibility and sexuality for an adult within the Sangha to engage in sexual behavior with any minor. Full responsibility for avoiding such relationships lies with the adult. This policy applies equally regardless of gender.

b. Teacher-Student

It is considered a misuse of authority, responsibility and sexuality for Sangha Teachers to engage in sexual behavior with Students. This is true independent of which person instigates the relationship. The responsibility falls upon the teacher until and unless a resolution determines otherwise. This policy applies equally regardless of gender.

Particular care must be shown toward a new Student. It requires on average six months to a year for a beginning Student to establish a foundation of practice, let alone to understand the complex nature of inter-relationships within the Sangha.

No doubt some teacher-student relationships are navigated responsibly and blossom into long-term, loving partnerships. But this in itself is not acceptable as rationale to assert that anyone in Sangha, particularly a Teacher, has a right to a consensual relationship with just anyone else. As history has shown, more often than not, Teacher-Student relationships turn out to be detrimental to both partners as well as to the Sangha. Accepting a Teacher position implies a higher responsibility to Sangha, especially to the Student, sometimes at great personal sacrifice.

c. Peer-Peer

It is considered beyond the purview of these guidelines to govern actions of consenting adults beyond the premises of [STO] and its events. Such behavior is covered by Federal, State, and local Municipality laws, ordinances and statutes. However, all members are encouraged to hold themselves and others within the Sangha to a higher standard than simply what the law will allow. When a serial set of short-term relationships becomes apparent Sangha within the Sangha, it will be regarded as predatory, especially if a Teacher, Guest, or Resident is party to the relationships.

d. Harrassment

It is considered key to Sangha integrity to maintain an atmosphere in which any form of intolerance, coercion, or harassment, including especially discrimination on the basis of sex or sexual orientation, has no place. Any insult to the dignity of others is an impediment to spiritual growth, and thus a breach of this social compact.

Harassment usually occurs when one person enjoys some degree of authority over another, even if be more apparent than real. Harassing behavior includes unwanted advances, requests for sexual or other favors, and other verbal or physical conduct of a suggestive or intimidating nature.

We also recognize the danger and repulsive nature of forms of harassment that are non-sexual in nature, including those motivated by ideology; envy or jealousy; greed or avarice; race, ethnicity or national origin; class; education; age; and marital status; as well as gender or sexual orientation.

Sexual harassment in any context is reprehensible, especially so in a spiritual community in which people are bound by spiritual interdependence and trust.  

Sexual harassment of a Student by the Abbiss/Abbot, Priest or Disciple is a flagrant violation of 

the foundation of trust on which all such Sangha relationships are predicated. It is also a violation of the trust of other members of the Sangha ot party to the relationship in question.

Harassment can also involve other authority figures such as Affiliate Practice Leaders, Seniors and Juniors with assigned to roles and responsibilities within the Sangha. Teachers and others in positions of authority must be especially careful to avoid comments that discriminate on the basis of sex or sexual orientation. However, we acknowledge that leaders sometimes need to discuss matters of sexuality with Sangha members and each other.

4. Abstaining from speaking falsehoods while cultivating and manifesting truth.

Expressing allegiance to the truth of Dharma. While ethical transgressions can involve transgression of any of the Precepts, many would not arise, were there not an element of deceit involved. Lying—to oneself, to another, or to one's community—obscures the nature of reality, and hinders the intention of Zen practice. Within Sangha life, lying can also entail the deliberate withholding of information.

Open and direct communication is essential in our work and practice together. We are each entitled to straightforward, complete information when we request feedback regarding our behavior, standing, or performance within the community. We can expect, upon request, for this to be given by appropriate persons in the spirit of honesty and compassion.

Sangha members should feel that they can explore the Dharma and study the self in an atmosphere of trust. In the collaborative teaching process within the Sangha, personal dialogs will generally be held in confidence. Consultation among teachers regarding matters that are not strictly confidential may from time to time be deemed appropriate. Those engaging in such consultation should make every effort to ensure it is done in a sensitive, fair and respectful manner.

5. Abstaining from selling or indulging intoxicants while cultivating proceeding clearly.

Expressing the value of clear presence and mindfulness, a state of mind that not distorted by intoxicants of any sort. When enough lack of clarity it is all too easy to break the other precepts. Furthermore, it is our intention for the Sangha  environment to support those who are attempting to recover and live without intoxicants.

Alcohol or drug intoxication within the Sangha is usually regarded as inappropriate, may be cause for concern, and possible intervention. When any member of the Sangha is involved in abusive or addictive use of intoxicants, it is important to remember that release from all attachments lies at the heart of Buddhist practice. Because denial is frequently a symptom of addiction, the Sangha is encouraged to help addicted persons recognize their need for help.

6. Abstaining from discussing the faults of others while cultivating seeing one’s own faults.

Expressing personal humility and the social effort to foster harmony and understanding. Personal attacks or malicious assertions about Sangha are acts of alienation from oneself and others.

Consequences of slander include self-loathing, pain and divisiveness in the community. Where an intention to slander arises, efforts to understand its roots are an expression of this Precept.

7. Abstaining from praising oneself or slandering others while cultivating self and other as one.
Expressing that rejoicing in one’s wholesome qualities and deeds is a time-honored Buddhist practice, but praising oneself or seeking personal gain at the expense of others arises from misunderstanding the interdependent nature of self. 

Within the dynamic of Sangha, it is sometimes necessary to criticize the actions of certain individuals or groups. When doing so, one should pay particular attention to one's own motives, to the specific content of what is said, and to whom it is said.

8. Abstaining from begrudging Dharma or materials while cultivating generosity.

Expressing the truism that all positions of authority within Sangha, including Abbess/Abbot, are dedicated to the support of Sangha practice and awakening. Neither the resources of STO nor any position within STO are the possession of any one person. 

It is not appropriate for Sangha members, especially Teachers, to use their relationship to STO for personal gain or fame at the expense of the Sangha, or to the detriment of the practice-intention of its members. (Reasonable compensation and dana contributions as outlined in the by-laws of the BOD not indicated here.)

9. Abstaining from indulging anger and hatred while cultivating harmony.

Expressing that harboring ill-will is poisonous for individuals and for Sangha. Even more corrosive is harboring desire for revenge. 

Conflict or tension with others, or with decision-making bodies, should be resolved directly if possible, with the parties involved, in a spirit of honesty, humility, and loving-kindness.

10. Abstaining from defaming the Three Treasures while cultivating intimacy with all things.

Expresses that the Three Treasures are inseparable from one another, and from our lives.  Buddha, insight or awakening in zazen, clarifies Dharma study, and Sangha life. Dharma study fosters Sangha life, and Buddha insight. And Sangha enriches Buddha insight and Dharma study. To neglect or abuse any one of the Three Treasures diminishes or harms the other two. 

Acknowledging transgressions, seeking reconciliation, and renewing commitment to the Precepts, is the working of Buddha Nature, and re-establishes a safe place in the Sangha. When Buddha, Dharma, and Sangha are completely integrated in practice, the Triple Treasure manifests.

