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Freedom from
a Buddhist Perspective

The Precepts: Our Religious Bill of Rights

BY CATHLEEN WILLIAMS

Cathleen Williams has been in and about the San Francisco Zen Center for
25 years or so, practicing both as a lay student and as a priest. Over the
years she has found that the beginning questions of practice evolve into
more refined questions that engage her whole life and that involve both her
priest and her psychotherapy practice. She spoke to GBF on July 3, 2005.

date for this lecture that I was going to be lecturing right before the 4th,
and I thought, “Since that's the case, why not talk about freedom?” So
I've been spending some considerable time thinking about freedom and about

Today is the day before the 4th of July, and I realized when I set up the

its definition in the preamble to the Constitution as “life, liberty and the pursuit
of happiness.” Then I thought a little bit about the Buddhist definition of free-
dom, which is non-suffering, and, of course, not pursuing happiness. Liberty is
a very strange term—a strange term in our time, and maybe it's always been
kind of strange. Culturally and politically, freedom's definition is very legalese.
How it's defined varies from state to state, and sometimes from national admin-
istration to national administration. In our world, liberty is a very changeable
condition, often associated with personal actions and the public consciousness.
So often liberty seems to be attached to this phrase, “You can't tell me what to
do.” This is kind of a daunting phrase, and I think that it underlies a lot of
unskillful action, personally and politically.

Buddhist liberty is more about the freedom to choose what is in our best spir-
itual interests, and those are always intimately intertwined with everyone else's
spiritual interests.

So here I want to interject a little note. After I'd gone so far, I went back and
reread what I'd did, and T went to the dictionary and I looked up both freedom
and liberty, and their definitions were very interesting. I hadn't done this since
I was in junior high school. Both of these words have the connotation of free-
dom from constraint, meaning unbound freedom. And there follows a long list
of words, in this British dictionary I used, in which the term “free” means actu-



