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Houston Zen Center Ethical Guidelines and Procedures 
 

As adopted by the Center’s Board of Directors at its meeting on March 15, 2015 
 

PREFACE 
 
In the practice of Way, as taught in Zen Buddhism, ethical upright behavior is an essential 
component of full realization. Wisdom and Compassion combine dynamically to inform the 
outward manifestation of practice. Guidelines for behavior are expressed in the Sixteen 
Bodhisattva Precepts that form the basis of our life together as a Sangha. This document is 
intended to provide specific guidance in studying the Precepts and in resolving Sangha issues 
and conflicts should they arise.  
 
       —Abbot Setsuan Gaelyn Godwin 
 
I. THE BUDDHIST PRECEPTS 
 
 A. INTRODUCTION 
 
The sixteen precepts are so intimate a part of Zen practice that they have been called the “blood 
vein” of the ancestral lineage. The precepts can be understood on many levels: as supports for 
the practice of awakening, as the environment for that practice, and as the expression of 
awakening itself. Although the precepts can be understood from different points of view – for 
example, that we can ever fully live up to the precepts or that we are already whole and 
complete just as we are – we do not believe that Zen practice can exist in their absence. 
 
We offer four observations on the following text. First, while the precepts have stood the tests of 
many generations, the way they are explained and practiced may evolve. As Directors and 
Practice Leaders of the Zen Center at a specific moment in time, we realize that our 
interpretations are subject to change. Second, these interpretations are not intended to limit 
anyone’s understanding or to be a definitive reading of the precepts. Third, this document does 
not attempt to cover any questions of personal conduct that do not have a direct bearing on the 
Zen Center community. And fourth, these principles are not intended to supersede specific Zen 
Center guidelines, but to complement and support them. 
 
 B. THE THREE REFUGES 
 
The Three Refuges represent the foundation and orientation of our lives as followers of the 
Buddha Way. 
 
 1. I take refuge in Buddha. In taking refuge in Buddha, we acknowledge the Buddha 
  Nature of all beings. Although there are different levels of religious and   
  administrative authority at the Center, we recognize that we are all equally the  
  expression of Buddha Nature. 
 
 2. I take refuge in Dharma. In taking refuge in Dharma, we acknowledge the   
  wisdom and compassion of the Buddhist way of life. It is through the Dharma that 
  we express and make accessible the teachings of the Buddha as conveyed to us  
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 through the lineage of our teachers. “Dharma” is often translated as “law,” and in   
 that light we can view the Buddha’s teachings as guidelines for our behavior in   
 all areas of our lives. 
 
 3. I take refuge in Sangha. In taking refuge in Sangha, we acknowledge the   
  important role that the Center’s community life plays in our practice. In order for  
  the Sangha to be a refuge, we aspire to create an inclusive environment, with  
  room for understanding and accepting our differences while working towards the  
  realization that the Sangha and ourselves are not separate. Open, ongoing  
  communication within the Sangha is essential for creating this refuge. Any ethical 
  concerns or conflicts must be fully heard and appropriately addressed. 
 
 C. THE THREE PURE PRECEPTS 
 
The Three Pure Precepts are inseparable from the Buddhist practice taught at the Center. They 
represent the aspiration of every follower of the Buddha Way. 
 
 1. I Vow to Embrace and Sustain Right Conduct. To seek to manifest conduct – in  
  body, speech and mind – that protects and supports the life of animals, plants  
  and the earth. 
 
 2. I Vow to Embrace and Sustain All Good. To do good means to act from the  
  compassion and equanimity of our awakened nature. As part of our effort to live  
  ethically, we embrace the Mahayana practices of confession, repentance,  
  atonement, and reconciliation. 
 
 3. I Vow to Embrace and Sustain All Beings. To liberate all sentient beings means  
  to manifest our Buddha Nature for the benefit of all. When we express our  
  awakened nature, we give others the opportunity to discover their own True  
  Mind. 
 
 D. THE TEN GRAVE PRECEPTS 
 
The Ten Grave Precepts are inseparable from Buddha Nature and our relations with each other. 
 
 1. I Vow not to kill. This precept expresses the intention to live compassionately and 
  harmlessly, arising from the acknowledgment of the inherent unity of all   
  existence. When understood in its broadest context, not killing can also be  
  understood as not harming, especially not harming the body or psyche of   
  another. 
 
 2. I Vow not to take what is not given. This precept expresses the commitment to  
  live from a generous heart rather than from a grasping mind, realizing that just as 
  we are, we lack nothing. At a personal level, covetous behavior harms the person 
  who steals as well as the one who is stolen from. On a community level, stealing  
  can undermine or even destroy the trusting environment for Zen practice.  
 
 3. I Vow not to misuse sexuality. We recognize that sexuality is as much a part of  
  practice as any other aspect of our daily lives. Acknowledging and honoring our  
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  sexuality is part of creating an environment where conscious, mindful and   
  compassionate relationships can be cultivated. 
 
  Special care must be taken when people of unequal status or authority enter into  
  a sexual relationship. In particular, there are two forms of relationships that can  
  lead to great harm and confusion. Each is considered a violation of this precept. 
 
  First, it is a misuse of sexuality for an adult to engage in sexual behavior with  
  anyone who is under the legal age of consent. Full responsibility for avoiding  
  such relationships lies with the adult. 
 
  Second, it is a misuse of authority, responsibility and sexuality for a Center  
  Teacher to engage in sexual behavior with her or his student. Similarly, certain  
  other sexual relationships involving a Teacher, Practice Leader, Priest, Head of  
  Zendo or Zen Center staff member or resident create such a risk of harm that  
  they constitute a potential for such misuse. 
 
  Particular care must be shown toward new members of the Center. We believe  
  that it takes approximately six months for a new member to establish the   
  foundation of her or his practice and to begin to understand the complex nature  
  of inter-relationships within the Sangha. In order to protect a new member’s  
  opportunity to practice, anyone who has been a member of the Center longer  
  than six months should act with special consideration before forming a physically  
  intimate relationship with another person during the first six months of her or his  
  membership, and no Teacher, Practice Leader, Priest, Head of Zendo or Zen  
  Center staff member or resident shall form such a relationship with a new   
  member during such period. 
 
  Everyone coming to the Center in any capacity has the right to be free from  
  sexual harassment. Continued expression of sexual interest after being informed  
  that such interest is unwelcome is a misuse of sexuality. 
 
 4. I Vow not to lie. The precept “not to lie” is particularly important for the community 
  life of a practicing Sangha. While ethical transgressions can involve any of the  
  precepts, many of these difficulties 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 Buddhist practice. Lying can include  
  intentional withholding of information, half-truths, deliberately creating   
  misimpressions, and not speaking up to correct lies. 
 

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 that, upon our request, this will be given in the spirit of honesty 
and compassion. 
 
Students at the Center should feel that they can practice freely in an atmosphere 
of trust. The Center’s teachers and practice leaders shall not disclose information 
they receive in dokusan, practice discussion, or discussions when confidentiality 
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is requested and agreed to, unless serious harm may result to individuals or to 
the Sangha if the information is not disclosed. Even when there is no specific 
request for confidentiality, such information is not to be shared casually under 
any circumstances by either of the people involved in the conversation. Within 
the teaching process, however, consultation among teachers regarding matters 
that are not strictly confidential may be appropriate. All those who engage in such 
consultations should make every effort to ensure it is done in a sensitive, fair and 
respectful manner. 
 

 5. I Vow not to intoxicate mind or body of self or others. Buddhist practice occurs  
  within the context of mindfulness, a state of mind that is not conditioned by  
  intoxicants of any sort. When clarity is lost, it is all too easy to break the other  
  precepts. Furthermore, we intend the Center to be an environment that supports  
  those who are attempting to live without intoxicants. Therefore, alcohol or drug  
  intoxication within the Center is inappropriate is cause for concern and possible  
  intervention. 

 
When a member is involved in abuse or addictive use of intoxicants, it is 
important to remember that release from all attachments lies at the heart of 
Buddhist practice, and she or he is expected to seek help within and/or outside 
the Sangha. Because denial is frequently a symptom of addiction, the Sangha is 
encouraged to help addicted persons recognize the need for help. 
 

 6. I Vow not to slander others. This precept arises from our efforts to build social  
  harmony and understanding. False and malicious statements in and of   
  themselves are acts of alienation arising from a delusive sense of the opposition  
  of self and other. The consequence of slander is often pain for others and   
  divisiveness in the community. Where the intention to slander does arise, the  
  effort to understand its roots is an expression of this precept. And even when  
  such speech is consistent with the facts, those engaging in gratuitous criticism  
  can be damaged by the negative influence that results from dwelling on others’  
  shortcomings. 
 

7. I Vow not praise self and the expense of others. While rejoicing in our wholesome 
qualities and deeds is a time-honored Buddhist practice, praising ourselves or 
seeking personal gain at the expense of others arises out of a misunderstanding 
of the interdependent nature of self. Within the Center, it may sometimes be 
 necessary to criticize the actions of certain individuals or groups. When 
doing so, we should pay particular attention to our motives, to the specific content 
of what is said, to whom it is said, and to the potential repercussions of the 
criticism. 

 
 8. I Vow not to be avaricious – not to withhold spiritual or material aid. All positions  
  at the Center, including that of the Abbot, exist for the support of everyone’s  
  practice and awakening. Neither any position within the Center nor the resources  
  of the Center are the possession of any one person. It is not appropriate for  
  anyone, especially a teacher, to use her or his relationship to the Center for  
  personal gain or advancement at the expense of the Sangha or any of its   
  members. 
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 9. I Vow not to harbor ill will. The harboring of ill will is a poison for individuals and  
  for the community. Even more corrosive is the harboring of ideas of revenge.  
  Sangha members having conflicts or tensions with others or with any of the  
  Center’s decision-making groups should attempt to resolve them directly in a  
  spirit of honesty, humility, and loving-kindness. However, if informal resolution is  
  not possible, mediation should be sought as a way to clarify and resolve the  
  difficulty.  
 
 10. I Vow not to disparage the Three Treasures (Buddha, Dharma and Sangha). As  
  the Three Treasures are inseparable from one another, awakening informs our  
  practice and our community life, practice informs our community life and our  
  awakening, and community life informs our awakening and our practice. The  
  abuse of any one of the Three Treasures harms the other two.  
 

To acknowledge our transgressions, to seek reconciliation, and to renew our 
commitment to the precepts are the working of Buddha Nature and re-affirm our 
place in the Sangha. When the integrity of the Sangha is honored and protected, 
the Three Treasures are manifest. 
 

II. NON-DISCRIMINATION 
 
The Center shall not discriminate in any manner on the basis or race or ethnic or national origin. 
The Center shall not discriminate on the basis of nationality, age, marital status, gender, 
disability, or sexual orientation.  
 
III. CONFLICTS OF INTEREST 
 
No Board Member shall derive any personal economic profit or gain, either directly or indirectly, 
by reason of her or his office. Each Director shall disclose to the Board any financial interest that 
she or he may have in a matter pending before the Board, and shall refrain from participating in 
any decision regarding such matter unless the Board – acting without the participation of the 
Director in question – determines that the Director’s interest is sufficiently minimal that her or his 
participation would not constitute a conflict of interest. 
 
IV. FINANCIAL POLICY – PRIVATE BENEFIT PROHIBITED 
 
The assets of the Center shall be used only to advance the purposes of the Center, and shall 
not otherwise be used for the private benefit of any person. Moreover, no income of the Center 
shall be used to the advantage of any individual other than as reasonable compensation for 
services rendered. 
 
V. BASIC GUIDELINES FOR RESOLVING CONFLICTS AND DISAGREEMENTS 
 
 A. INTRODUCTION 
 
We wish our life within the Sangha to express our practice as followers of the Buddha Way. 
Understanding the Buddhist precepts is at the core of Zen practice. Employing the precepts is 
fundamental to maintaining the bonds of mutual trust and deep intimacy that make our practice 
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together possible. Although rare, the expressed belief by any sangha member that a serious 
failure to observe the precepts has occurred in the course of sangha practice (whether manifest 
or only perceived) can create great stress for the members involved, and result in debilitating 
disharmony within the sangha as a whole. 
 
As our practice is our heartfelt response to suffering, turning away from suffering through 
silence, rationalization, assigning blame, minimizing, feeling self-deprecating guilt, or not 
attending seriously to its causes and conditions are all steps directed away from the Buddhist 
path itself. Avoidance often acts as a condition for additional suffering.  
 
Accordingly, when a conflict, grievance, dissonance, or violation of the precepts arises in an 
interpersonal relationship, it is essential to attend to it fully. Personally, this involves waking up 
to our own contribution to the suffering in these situations through understanding our reactions, 
emotions, and attachments. Interpersonally, this involves taking the time to discuss the conflict 
with the other parties involved in an attempt to clarify the actual causes, conditions, feelings, 
and responses that come together in the situation. 
 
What follows are guidelines for resolving conflicts and transgressions within our Sangha. We 
intend them to assist in promoting forgiveness and reconciliation with oneself and with others. 
Whenever possible, disputes should be resolved informally and directly between the people 
involved. 
 
We recognize that for certain conflicts informal resolution may not be possible. Accordingly, we 
also offer a formal grievance procedure for such situations. These formal procedures can be 
used to address perceived misconduct toward Sangha members. (See Section VI below.) 
 
 B. GUIDELINES – INFORMAL CONFLICT RESOLUTION 
 
Although no fixed procedures are mandated for informal conflict resolution, the suggestions that 
follow are intended to give all persons involved in a dispute a chance to be fully heard in an 
environment of respect and kindness – one that flows from knowing that there is no fundamental 
difference between us. 
 
1. Stating the Actual. A crucial aspect of conflict resolution, as of Buddhist practice itself, is 
 discriminating between our interpretations and opinions of an event and how the event 
 was or is personally experienced. In part, this means not making general statements but 
 rather sticking to the particulars of the actual situation and the emotions experienced. It 
 is extremely difficult to achieve mutual understanding when discussion remains at the 
 level of interpretation and generalization. 
 
2.  Being Heard. It is important that everyone involved be given an opportunity to be fully 
 heard. This means that all participants be given a chance to recount how they remember 
 the history of a conflict, to state their feelings regarding the conflict, and to explain the 
 goals they have for its resolution. Such statements should be neither defensive nor 
 critical, since both stances tend to preclude deeper mutual understanding. Much conflict 
 arises and is perpetuated through a lack of mutual understanding. Taking calm, 
 deliberate, and adequate time to listen to each other is often all that is needed for the 
 process of reconciliation to begin. 
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3. Facilitation. It is often useful to invite one or more neutral witnesses or mediators to take 
 part in a session of conflict resolution. Such a person may simply be a silent witness 
 providing a sense of calm and presence or may be an active mediator who helps ensure 
 that each person is given uninterrupted opportunities to speak. Invited facilitators can be 
 anyone whom both parties respect; e.g., friends, neutral acquaintances, Center teachers 
 or other members, members of the Center’s Practice Committee or Board of Directors, 
 or people from within or outside the Center who are trained in mediation. 
 
VI. CONCERNS AND COMPLAINTS  
 
 A. GUIDELINES – FORMAL CONFLICT RESOLUTION 
 
The guidelines and procedures outlined in this section, and throughout this document, are 
available to the sangha, acting through representative members of the Board of Directors, to 
address the conditions of stress and dissonance created by the belief that a significant event, or 
sequence of events, constituting a part of sangha practice which is sharply inconsistent with the 
precepts has occurred.  
 
 B.  PRINCIPLES: RAISING CONCERNS AND MAKING COMPLAINTS 
 
A Member with a concern or complaint is ordinarily expected first to raise the matter with an 
appropriate person in authority, such as the Abbot, the Head of Practice, the President of the 
Board, an Officer of the Board, or another Board Member. For example, concerns or complaints 
about a Priest would ordinarily first be discussed with the Abbot or Head of Practice, concerns 
about the Center’s finances would ordinarily first be discussed with the Treasurer, and concerns 
about a Board Member or Officer would ordinarily first be discussed with the President of the 
Board. If such initial discussions either do not resolve the matter or would not, in the view of the 
Member raising the concern or complaint, be appropriate, the Member may submit a statement 
of concern or a complaint to the Board of Directors. If a Member believes that a concern or 
complaint could most effectively be addressed by raising the matter directly with the Board of 
Directors, she or he may do so. If the matter is initially raised with the Board of Directors, the 
Board may, in its discretion, initiate procedures outlined below, Section VI C and D. 
 
  1. Early notification.  It is in the best interest of the Sangha and individual 
members concerned that any matter that can be reasonably construed as a significant departure 
from the precepts in sangha practice be brought to the attention of the Board promptly. 
Consequently, the Board should promulgate, invite and facilitate discussion about, and apply 
these guidelines in a manner that encourages members and non-member participants readily 
and candidly to bring their perceived concerns to the attention of one or more Board members. 
Recognizing that the difficulty in fairly addressing a concern after the initiating event increases 
with the passage of time, the Sangha should be made aware of the importance of bringing the 
Board's attention to a concern as soon as prudently possible. Any delay should not exceed the 
shortest period that can reasonably accommodate the careful reflection and discrete inquiry that 
may be necessary to establish provisionally the legitimacy of a concern.  
 
  2. Opportunity to be heard.   Each person involved in the procedures under these 
guidelines should be afforded an unencumbered opportunity to present to the full Board, 
formally assembled for such purpose, all information and considerations the person deems 
relevant to the findings and recommendations to be made.  
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  3. Confidentiality.  Recognizing that matters examined may be personally 
sensitive, embarrassing, or prejudicial, the Board will exercise due caution to prevent 
unnecessary disclosures about the parties involved, the circumstances examined, and the other 
information considered in the course of formally addressing a concern under these guidelines. 
 
  4. Transparency.  While recognizing the value of confidentiality, the Board acts 
as a representative agent with an overriding responsibility to the Sangha as the represented 
principals. Consequently, the Board has a duty to report to the Sangha in a timely manner the 
material substance of the concerns presented, the information received, the course of 
deliberations taken, and the findings and recommendations made in each case where these 
guidelines are applied. In close consultation with the parties involved, the Board will determine 
how to balance the competing goals of confidentiality and transparency 
 
 C.  PROCEDURE FOR RAISING CONCERNS AND MAKING  FORMAL   
  COMPLAINTS INVOLVING ACTIVITY BY HZC MEMBERS (OTHER THAN THE  
  ABBOT) OR NON-MEMBERS 
 
 1. Replicated guidelines.  In all cases where a member or non-member participant 
plausibly asserts to a Board member that she or he believes that a member (other than the 
Abbot) has acted in Sangha practice in a manner which contravenes the Precepts, the 
guidelines and procedures described below in Section VI, D, Paragraphs 3-9 should be 
followed. 
 
 2. Delegation.  The Board may elect to form a hearing panel, consisting of the Abbot and 
one or more additional Board members, to conduct the inquiries, make preliminary deliberations, 
and formulate a final finding, all in conformity with the replicated guidelines. At the conclusion of 
its activity, the panel will provide the Board with a summary report detailing the nature of the 
inquiries made, the conclusions reached by its deliberations, and its advice with respect to a 
final finding and associated recommendations. The report may detail differences between the 
panel members, if any, in each category of the report. 
 
 3. Replicated final finding.  The Board will make a finding that a contravention did, or did 
not occur, in the same manner as called for in Section VI, D paragraph 9, based on its 
consideration of the report provided by any hearing panel (and such additional information as 
the Board may choose to avail itself), or based on its own undertakings if no hearing panel is 
formed. 
 
 4. Final Report.  In addition to any preliminary reports to the sangha deemed prudent by 
the Board over the course of proceedings under these guidelines, the Board will in all events 
make a final report to the Sangha sufficient to achieve the goal of transparency called for herein. 
A report will be offered in each instance where a member or non-member participant plausibly 
asserts to a Board member that he or she believes that a member has acted in Sangha practice 
in a manner described herein as contravening the Precepts, even in those cases where a first or 
final finding determines that no such contravention occurred. The final report will also explain in 
detail the course of action the Board recommends to achieve the additional goals of closure and 
reconciliation, and in the case where a final finding determines that a contravention did occur, 
the goal of prevention. 
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 5. Recommendations.  The Board will be charged with the responsibility of providing the 
Sangha with its deeply considered judgment on the steps necessary to bring the discord within 
the Sangha to an end, and to reconcile the parties concerned with one another and with the 
Sangha. In shaping its response, the Board shall take care to avoid finding fault or allocating 
blame, but will instead focus on an outcome that best serves to conclude the episode of stress 
and discord harmoniously. In order to safeguard the harmony of the Sangha against the 
possibility that the events or circumstances giving rise to the discord may repeat in the same or 
a similar fashion, the Board will also recommend those alterations in authority, responsibilities, 
relationships, methods and means of oversight, and other steps it deems most likely to prevent 
any repetition. 
 
 6. Implementation.  The Board will consider responses made or questions posed by 
Sangha members in reaction to a final report and will modify its recommendations as it deems 
appropriate. The modified recommendations will be promptly communicated to the sangha. If 
the recommendations, as modified, propose any significant changes in the authority or 
responsibility of the Abbot, the changes will be implemented only if the proposal has been 
approved in a formally convened general membership meeting convened on no less than two 
weeks’ prior notice.  All other recommendations will be implemented by the Board to the fullest 
extent and at the earliest date practicable. 
 
 D.  PROCEDURE FOR RAISING CONCERNS AND MAKING COMPLAINTS   
 INVOLVING ABBATIAL ACTIVITY 
 
 1. The Abbot.  The Abbot occupies a unique position in the administration and operation 
of the Center as a physical entity and special purpose organization. More importantly, the Abbot 
occupies a singular position of oversight, instruction, leadership, tradition, and apparent 
authority in the conduct of Soto Zen practice at the Center. For all purposes of applying these 
guidelines, a reference to “the Abbot” will include any senior priest serving temporarily in the 
Abbot’s stead, or any successor to the functions and responsibilities of the Abbot even though 
her or his title may differ.  
 
 2. The Abbot and serious concerns. As a consequence of the dual and unique position of 
responsibility and trust, any reasonably derived perception that the Abbot has acted contrary to 
the highest ideals of precept practice must be treated with extraordinary caution and gravity. 
The following procedures should be observed if a member or non-member participant plausibly 
asserts to a Board member that she or he believes the Abbot has acted, or failed to act, in a 
manner which seriously contravenes precepts adhering to the Abbot’s unique position. 
 
 3. First finding. The Board will promptly convene (and reconvene as necessary) to 
consider the assertions made, make additional inquiries, and receive other information from 
sources it deems reliable in order to ascertain whether there is sufficient credible evidence to 
reasonably believe that such a contravention of the Precepts may have occurred. A vote of 
Board members constituting at least a simple majority, from an aggregate of votes cast or 
abstentions entered by members constituting at least a quorum, will be sufficient to make this 
first finding. The Abbot may participate in the Board meetings prior to the first finding, but will be 
recused from the vote. The same will be true for any Board member who either (i) made or 
joined in the initiating assertion of contravening action, or (ii) is otherwise separated from 
impartiality in judgment about the matters under consideration. If the Board by vote determines 
that there is sufficient credible evidence, then the Abbot, and any non-impartial Board member, 
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will be excused from all subsequent deliberations and votes of the Board producing the final 
finding and recommendations called for in these guidelines. 
 
 4. Conducting further inquiries.   After a first finding that a contravention may have 
occurred, the Board will conduct further inquiries into the circumstances surrounding the action 
or inaction perceived to be in contravention of the Precepts. The Board will devise its own 
procedures and methods of inquiry consistent with the Statement of General Principles and 
appropriate for the circumstances presented. Along with a knowledge of all past events, 
interactions, contacts, and written and verbal exchanges relevant to the matter under inquiry (as 
can be best reconstructed with reasonable due diligence), the Board will endeavor to 
understand any emotional or psychological effects consequentially incurred by any of the parties 
involved. 
 
 5. Consultation.  During the course of its further inquiries the Board may, and during the 
course of its deliberations the Board should, enlist the consultation of at least one Abbot, Senior 
Dharma Teacher, or head teacher from another Zen Center with deep experience in Sangha 
practice primarily by and among lay practitioners. The consulting Abbot or teacher may have 
had an association with the Abbot, even extended association, but should not be, by her or his 
own reckoning, a mentor to the Abbot, a student of the Abbot, or a friend or colleague of greater 
intimacy than normally occurs in long-term monastic association. 
 
 6. Assistance and records.   If the Board deems it useful or necessary, it may engage 
assistance from outside the Zen practice community with suitable professional qualifications or 
experience to facilitate in the conduct of further inquiries. A recording secretary, designated by 
the Board from among its members, shall keep a detailed account of the assertions considered, 
inquiries made, methods employed, consultation and other assistance engaged, and the 
conclusions reached (including any diversity of opinion among Board members). This record will 
be solely for the use of the Board in the undertakings described in these guidelines, and for 
future reference by the Board in similar undertakings. 
 
 7. The Abbot and lesser concerns.   The guidelines delineated in the immediately 
preceding four paragraphs will be replicated, as modified in paragraph 8 immediately 
succeeding and otherwise to suit the circumstances, in two instances: (i) if a member or non-
member participant plausibly asserts to a Board member that she or he believes that the Abbot 
has acted, or failed to act, in a manner which may contravene the Precepts, but such 
contravention is not believed to be a significant impediment to future Sangha practice or 
harmony, or to the well being of any affected member or participant; or (ii) if the Board finds 
(under paragraph 3 immediately preceding) that there is insufficient credible evidence to believe 
that a serious contravention of the Precepts adhering to the Abbot’s unique position may have 
occurred, but a majority of the Board members further find that a behavior conforming to the 
description in (i) immediately preceding may have occurred. 
 
 8. Modified guidelines.  In the referenced circumstances, the recusals and exclusions 
provided for in paragraph 3 and the consultations under paragraph 5 will be omitted. 
 
 9. Final finding.  The Board will collectively deliberate on all relevant matters brought to 
its attention in the course of its inquiries and consultations. At the conclusion of its deliberations, 
the Board will make a finding that a contravention of the Precepts of the nature described in 
these guidelines did, or did not, occur. A finding that a contravention did occur must be made, if 
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at all, by a super-majority vote of the Board consisting of at least two-thirds of all the members 
of the Board, counting abstentions and absences as a vote against a finding that a 
contravention did occur. 

 
VII. STATEMENTS OF NON-APPLICABILITY 
 
1. Criminal acts against persons.  These guidelines are not applicable to any actual or alleged 

act against the person or property of a member of the Houston Zen Center, or a non-
member participant in Center activities, that can be reasonably construed as a violation of 
applicable criminal law. In such cases, the Board should determine the appropriate steps to 
insure that the matter is promptly referred to the proper criminal justice authorities. The 
Board should also consider what actions are prudent to protect the interests of the Center, 
and the interests of its members not implicated in such acts, as a consequence of any 
resultant legal proceedings, whether criminal or civil. The Board may choose to rely on 
professional legal advice in this regard. 

 
2. Acts against the Center. If any actual or alleged act by a member of the Center can be 

reasonably construed as prohibited by applicable laws or governmental regulations, and the 
Center is the only party aggrieved by such an act, then the Board should determine whether 
such a matter shall be promptly referred to the appropriate governmental authorities, or 
whether the Center should respond to such act by proceeding solely under these guidelines. 

 
3. Noninterference.  In the circumstances where criminal proceedings are possible or in 

progress, the Board should act to insure the Center does not interfere with the instigation or 
course of such proceedings, even inadvertently. When the criminal proceedings are declined 
or concluded, the Board may then, and only then, proceed under these guidelines to deal 
with the circumstances giving rise to such criminal proceedings, and the resulting 
consequences, with the sole aim of restoring Sangha harmony. 

 
4. Complaints outside practice.  These guidelines and procedures apply only in circumstances 

that involve Sangha practice by and among members and non-member participants. They 
do not apply when the act in question arises in a relationship separate from Sangha 
practice; for example, between the Center and its officers, directors, and representatives, on 
the one hand, and an employee, applicant, contractual counter-party, or agent, on the other. 
This restriction on applicability will apply even if the second party in the relationship with the 
Center is co-incidentally a member or non-member participant. 

 
NOTES 
 
Most of the material in these Ethical Guidelines was adapted from other sources. 
 
Section I, The Buddhist Precepts, was closely adapted from a statement developed by San 
Francisco Zen Center. This statement has been published both by San Francisco Zen Center 
and in a brochure entitled Safe Harbor: Guidelines, Process and Resources for Ethics and Right 
Conduct in Buddhist Communities, edited by Alan Senauke with Teresa Lesko, and published 
by the Buddhist Peace Fellowship. We are very grateful to both the San Francisco Zen Center 
and the Buddhist Peace Fellowship for having made this material available. 
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Sections 2-5 were adapted from the Rochester Zen Center Ethical Guidelines document, which 
were also adapted from the documents mentioned in the preceding paragraph. We are very 
grateful to Rochester Zen Center for generously sharing the fruits of their extensive research, 
meditation, and careful reflection. 
 
The remainder of the document was developed by the Board Members of Houston Zen Center 
who are solely responsible for the entire document.  
 
May our efforts support harmony and awakening throughout our Sangha and the world. 


