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Buddhism and Sex

Buddhism, in keeping with the principle of the
Middle Way, would advocate neither extreme
puritanism nor extreme permissiveness.

The Bhikkhu

A bhikkhu has a set of 227 rules of conduct.
The aim is to enable him to conduct himself in such
a way as is most conducive to the attaining of
Enlightenment. The rules are voluntarily
undertaken, and if a monk feels unable to live up
to them, he is free to leave the Order, which is
considered much more honorable than
hypocritically remaining in the robe while knowingly
infringing the rule. There are four basic rules,
infringement of which is termed Parajika or
"Defeat,” and involves irrevocable expulsion from
the Order. The first deals with sexual intercourse.

Complete sexual continence is an essential
feature of monastic life. Intercourse of a
heterosexual or homosexual character is
automatically a Parajika offense. A monk who
performs such an act is considered to have
expelled himself from the Order.

Ancient India

We must have some idea of the sexual mores
of ancient India in the Buddha's time. Polygamy
was common. Ambapali, the courtesan from whom
the Buddha accepted gifts, was a person of some
consequence. It was not expected that young men
would lead a life of much restraint, and the Buddha
with his profound understanding of human nature
knew well what to advise of people in this respect:

He avoids unlawful sexual intercourse,
abstains from it. He has no intercourse with girls
who are still under the protection of father or
mother, brother, sister, or relative; nor with married
women, nor female convicts; nor lastly with
betrothed girls.

If a man could observe greater restraint than this,
so much the better !

The Lay Buddhist

The third of the Five Precepts undertaken by
lay Buddhists runs:

Kamesu micchacara veramani sikkhapadam

NHTcTootidig

samadiyami, "l undertake
training in refraining from
wrong-doing in respect of
sensuality.”

£5 Metta Lodge

Some lay people may
undertake more than the
usual five precepts, they take in the stricter form:
Abrahmacariya veramani..., which commits them,
for the duration of the undertaking, to observe
complete sexual restraint.

For the average lay person, the Third Precept
is on exactly the same footing as the other four.
There is, in the Buddhist view, nothing uniquely
wicked about sexual offenses or failings. Failure
in this respect is neither more nor less serious than
failure to live up to any other precept.

What precisely, then, does the Third Precept
imply for the ordinary lay Buddhist? Firstly, in
common with all the other precepts, it is a rule of
training.

It is not a "commandment" from God, the
Buddha, or anyone else saying: "Thou shalt not..."
There are no such commandments in Buddhism.
Itis an undertaking by ourselves, to do our best to
observe a certain restraint, because we
understand that it is the wholesome thing to do.

Secondly, what is the scope and purpose of
this precept?

The word kama means in Pali "sensual
desire," which is not exclusively sexual. It is here
used in a plural form which comes close to what is
meant by "the lusts of the flesh." Greed for other
sensual pleasure is also included. People who are
strongly addicted to sexual indulgence are also
much drawn to other sense-pleasures. The basic
reason for such restraint is obvious. Our dukkha -
our feeling, of frustration and dissatisfaction with
life - is rooted in our desires and cravings. The
more these can be brought under control, the less
dukkha we shall experience.

Sex and the Concept of "Sin"

The great debate about sex revolves, for
many people, around the concept of sin. To the
puritan, indulgence in sexual activity for the sake
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of pleasure is evil, wicked, or "sinful". To the
permissivist (to coin an awkward but convenient
term), this is nonsense. He rejects the term "sin"
as meaningless, and not only sees nothing evil in
sexual pleasure but regards it as, highly legitimate,
and something which everybody has a right.

"Sin" is primarily thought of as a breach of
God's commandments. This concept is however
not applicable in Buddhism, where there are no
such commandments that one can infringe. The
precepts are undertakings to oneself, which is
completely different.

The Pali word kamma literally means "action"
(i.e. volition: cetana), which can be either skilled
(kusala) or unskilled (akusala). The results of
action (kamma) accrue to the doer as vipaka,
which is pleasant when the action was skilled,
unpleasant when it was unskilled. The feelings we
experience are in fact vipaka - they are dependent
on past kamma. And we are continually creating
fresh kamma.

It is not money, but the greed for money that
is a cause of evil. Sex (like money) is not "evil" but
attachment to sex (like the greed for money) is. It
is rather difficult (to put it mildly) to experience
pleasure of any sort without feeling attached to it.
But attachment is kamma, and unskilled kamma
at that. And the results of that will inevitably be
something unpleasant in the future.

In terms of Dependent Origination: "Contact
is the basis for the arising of feeling; feeling... of
craving; craving... of clinging;" etc., the ultimate
outcome being of course the continued process
of becoming, with all the sufferings entailed.

Sexual indulgence is inadvisable. Most
people will not feel able to refrain altogether but
there is merit in moderation.

Marriage

It is not the function of Buddhist monks to
join lay people together in holy wedlock (or
deadlock). In the Buddhist tradition it is often the
custom for bhikkhus to give their "blessing" after
the civil wedding-ceremony has been performed.
And if the marriage does not turn out a success,
no bhikkhu has any authority to say that that
marriage shall or shall not be dissolved. Divorce,
like marriage, is a civil affair. Likewise, if a married
couple decides to practice contraception, that is
entirely their private decision. The Sangha does
not interfere or object.
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Abortion is of course a different matter. Since
this involves the taking of life, it contravenes the
First Precept. It may only be acceptable in cases
of serious health hazards, where it may represent
the lesser evil.

If we try to observe all the five precepts, the
chances of a successful marriage are obviously
increased. "Adultery" i.e., extra-marital sexual
relations is quite obviously, something to be
avoided.

Sex and the Single

A lot of people have sexual intercourse
without going through the formality of getting
married. For one, contraception is a lot more
efficient and available, and also because religious
convictions are fast breaking down.

In the past, it was widely considered that pre-
marital sex was an acceptable thing for young men,
but a bad thing for girls. Now sex-equality has
caught up, as on so many other things. We may
as well accept the fact that, preaching by the older
generation will, by and large, have precious little
effect on the young.

Young people are not, usually, notably
impressed by the wisdom of their elders. They may
be right in this skepticism, but it does not follow
that they themselves are really any wiser. If
Buddhism teaches us anything at all, it is that
almost all human beings are pretty dim-witted. That
after all is why we are here at all. Parents may
succeed in inculcating a sense of responsibility
into their young, and that in all probability, is about
all we can do. We need to clearly teach them the
effects of wholesome and unwholesome action ie
the law of Kamma.

Sex is something the younger generation of
today are intensely aware of. In fact, they would
have to be born blind and deaf not to be. It is
exploited commercially today in every conceivable
way. Our entire commercial civilization is founded
on the principle of stimulating bigger and better
desires in all of us, all the time. Our desires in
general, and our sexual desires in particular, are
being consistently and grossly stimulated. We all,
young and old, have to live with this situation and,
to put it mildly, it doesn't make self-restraint any
easier.

What Sex is Really All About
The sexual drive is just about the strongest
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urge there is in man and animals. And there is
enormous respect shown to Monks and Nuns who
chose to overpower such a basic instinct to keep
their celibate way of life.

For the vast majority or people, there is no
question of their attempting such a thing except
perhaps, for relatively short periods. Those who
ask "If everybody became a bhikkhu, what would
happen to the world?" could safely not worry.

The important thing to note is how sex - like
everything else - is an impersonal force. We think
of it in intensely personal terms, but in actual fact
itis a force that just flows through us and uses our
emotions for its own ends, which is totally
concerned with the continuance of the species.
The ideathatit s just a private and wonderful thing
is merely a part of our general illusion. Altogether,
it is a prolific breeder of illusions. It can lead a
man to think he has found the most wonderful
woman in the whole world while everybody else is
thinking, "What on earth can he possibly see in
her?"

To the Buddhist, sex is an expression of tanha
or craving which brings dukkha in its wake. It is
therefore quite logical that we should seek to bring
it under control. The aim of the practicing Buddhist
is to bring about the cessation of craving, and from
the individual point of view this is the reason for
sexual restraint. Furthermore, if we behave
recklessly and irresponsibly in sexual matters, we
can cause untold harm and pain to ourselves and
others, and bring unwanted children into the world.
None of these things would happen if we were
able to control "our own" sexuality: "our own" in
quotes because it is, as we have to remember, an
impersonal force working through us, which is
precisely why it is so difficult to control.

Sex and the Stages on the Path

As long as there remains even a latent
craving (including that for sex), rebirth will inevitably
continue to take place.

The path to Full Enlightenment is marked by
the successive attainment (and fruition) of four
stages. The first of these is that of the stream-
winner (sotapanna), who has broken three of the
ten fetters and "glimpsed Nibbana." The essential
factor here is the clear realization of impersonality
(anatta). This realization at the same time
eliminates skeptical doubt and belief in rites and
rituals. In the moment when anatta is realized -
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when the spurious nature of "self" is clearly seen -
there can, obviously, be no desire of any sort for
that "self" and its gratification.

This moment of deep insight passes, but its
profound effects remain. Desires return, but their
root has been irreparably broken, so that they must
eventually die away. At this stage, sensual desire,
and aggression, may still be quite strong. But they
will never result in the grosser forms of misconduct.
However, craving (including the sexual drive) in
its latent form may still be powerful enough to lead
to repeated rebirths - up to seven times.

The second stage, that of the once-returner
(sakada-gamin), when "Nibbana has been
glimpsed" a second time, results in a dramatic
reduction of both these urges. Henceforth, they
have at most only "nuisance-value," and rebirth in
the world of sensuality cannot, it is said, take place
more than once.

Only at the third stage, that of the non-
returner (anagamin), are they eliminated. Such a
person has no more ties with the sensual world,
and so will not be reborn here, but in another realm
before attaining Full Enlightenment.

From all this the conclusion may be drawn
that, while it is indeed possible to "transcend
sexuality" in this life, it is not by any means simple.

Gaining Control

How, then, can control of sexuality be
achieved? A large measure of control can be
gained by concentrative (samatha) meditation
practice, which stills the mind and can lead to the
jhanic states. But the truly Buddhist way, which
can lead right to the goal, is the way of Insight.

The four foundations of mindfulness are:
mindfulness as to body, feelings, states of mind,
and mind-contents. With reference to "states of
mind," it is said: "He knows lustful mind and the
mind that is free from lust. He knows how lust
arises and how it ceases." It suffice just to indicate
how by mindfulness one comes to discover how
mental and physical phenomena arise and cease,
and therefore, ultimately, how to bring about their
cessation.

In this method, there is no forcing. Rigid
suppression by an act of will is not required - and
will not anyway lead to the goal. When even quite
intractable-seeming personal problems are fully
seen in their true nature, they will dissolve. It may
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take time and much perseverance, but it is a way
of gentleness, which does no violence to one's
nature. Slowly and patiently, we can disentangle
by mindfulness our problems. And we come to
realize, probably to our surprise, that the seeing
is the cure, when the seeing is deep enough.

Conclusion

Sex is a powerful force in us all. It is neither
"good" nor "bad." But it can certainly create
problems. And modern man is particularly prone
to such problems, partly because of the pace and
pressure of modern life, which exaggerates our
troubles.

Sexual lapses are not uniquely wicked. But
it must be borne in mind that sex involves at least
one other person, and potentially the next
generation. In this respect it is incumbent on us at
all times to act responsibly and compassionately.
Otherwise, the physical and emotional
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consequences may be very serious.

The ideal of sex only within monogamous
marriage is just as valid for Buddhists as for anyone
else. It should not be lightly departed from.

The way of mindfulness has been
recommended. Admittedly, not everybody is
prepared to practice intensive mindfulness, despite
the benefits that can be obtained from such a state.
But even a moderate degree of habitual
mindfulness can produce surprising results. If we
learn, with detachment, to watch our desires at
play, it is often quite astonishing how they seem
to "drop away" of their own accord. Having
discovered the principle, applied it and found that
it works, we can decide for ourselves how far we
wish to take it. It will take us as far as we are
prepared to go.

Never let Passion override Compassion.
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