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Preceptt
David Steindl-Rast

P."""pt. fascinate me. Not the task of keeping them; that's

not what I mean, but their varie$r throughout the world'

The moral precepts of different ages and cultures display

a rich texture of human diversiqr which I find captivating'

My thrill reminds me of my mother's button box' when I

*r. fi'*r"; or of the seashells I bring home from a morning

walk on the beach and arrange on the tabletop by size and

color and shape. It's a basic human fascination with

sameness in difference and difference in sameness'

My friend Graham Carey tapped the source of this thrill

*h".t h" surprised his children one Christmas with a home-

made book, later publish edas The Tail Book: page after page'

nothing but animal tails, from fox to lizard' from lion to

"*"llo* from the peacock's fan to our own almost invisible

tailbone. Children never fail to find delight in variations'

And the child in us never tires of them either' be they

Mozart's variations on "Twinkle, Twinkle' Little Star" or

Mother Nature's endless variations on the night sky' That's

one reason why I find the worldwide diversiqz of precepts

and taboos so thrilling.
The hitchhiker with his skullcap and earlocks whom I

took along, one day in New England, nervously eyed the

S*i.. ".-y 
knife with which I was about to slice the cheese

".rd "ppl." 
*e shared. What else had I been cutting with this

k rif"i Meat? I admired the mindfulness with which he kept



Preceptt l2Z

utensils used with milk products separate from those used
with meat, following orthodox Jewish precepts. I respected
that same mindfulness and dedication when we had to drive
fast to get him to a friend's house before sundown, that Fri_
day night, when his Sabbath rest began.

The same preoccupations with keeping precepts struck
me on the other side of the world, in New Zealand.
Aotearoa, as the Maoris call it, the "Land of the Long White
Cloud," is one of the few places where a native population
has never been defeated by the white conquerors. Pakiha
(the whites) live side by side with Maoris, but theyare often
unaware of their neighbors' taboos. I remember the deep
distress of a Maori woman, when her new Pakiha neighbors
hung dish towels ("tea towels" they call them down-under)
next to T-shirts on the clothesline to dry. Neven never must
things that have to do with food come in contact with
clothes.

In India, even the best-intentioned tourist may cause an
uproar in the crowd by inadvertentlywalking counterclock-
wise around a holy image. Turning one's left shoulder to-
wards something sacredwould be farworse in C-alcuttathan
offering someone one's left hand for a handshake in Lon-
don. Of course, the line between sacred precepts and social
conventions gets blurred here. Yet these two areas may be
more deeply connected than we think. By looking more
closely at those precepts, taboos, and conventions that seem
arbitrary to us, we may be able to catch sight of something
below the surface, a common ground for the great variet;z
of phenomena. By listening closely to the confusing variegz
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of precepts we may begin to hear a theme of which thev are

""1-rJ.lT" must confront the clecisive question: is there a

common theme "*pt"tt"d 
in the dazzling variefy of precepts

all over the rvorlcl? My answer is yes' and the theme is a

sense of belonging'

We might call it "outlanclish"'when someone uses the lefi

hand lbr t h^r"Ith:.kl't""""a "e 
the right' Preciselv: that's

not what one who U"to'lgt to our land dots' One of our own

woulcln't do that. f"". "7"ttf-'ippers 
in Inclia counterclock-

r'vise circum^'tbtl^;;;t i""ottdtu outlandish' but with the

aclcled dimension "[';";;i;"t""tt"tio"' 
Every act of worship

strengthens the bonds Äat connect us with the Ultimate' At

the same time, it t"J;;;""t the bonds that connect us with

those who *"..1r;p ^="*" 
.lo. wo..hip is .-according to the

root meaning of the word ,- an expression of reverence fbr

what is mott *ortfiy ol honor' 
l.t lt ""t 

restricted to a the-

istic, not even to u lutto*lu religious context' It gives' on

the other hand, religious weight to anythirrg o,,e do with a

view to our ultimate"t'^lt"'' in this sense' tbllowing religious

precePts is an act ol worshiP'

For Maoris' 'f'"]t 
too'"d''"t' in traclition is an ultimate

value. lt connects them with their ancestors and with all that

their ancesto" h"ld holy.-Earth'.t:.u,'""0 Sky' all creatures

who share tt-'it *o'ld rliith us' and all the invisible Presences

in this Earth h";" ;i ours' The keeping of anv ti'b1;

strengthens th" bot'dt of belonging to that home ol all'

which C"'y S"uiJt^t" "p'fy "tllt 
th" Earth Household'

Our orthoclo* J"*ith ili""a has a much smaller commu-

nitv in 
"'i'-'d' 

thJ.""ttl* "tta" 
ol those who worship like
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him. Primarily, however, he doesnt have humans in mind
at all, but God. Yetwhere did he learn God's precepts, if not
in a communiqz? And is it not through bonding urith that
communit;z that he belongs to God? And is not that sense
of belonging the bliss he is following through meticulous
mindfulness in daily practice? From what seems to others
mere social convention, all the way to love of God and
neighboa the precepts are all of one piece for orthodox
believers, for they are so many different expressions of
ultimate belonging.

With this belonging goes a separation from all those who
dont belong. In fact, the manyprecepts of separating--ilL
products from meat products, eating from all other body
functions, and countless similar taboos in different tradi-
tions--all express and emphasize the theme of separating
from those who do not belong. This is the shadow of the
theme of belonging. The positive theme of every moral code
that ever existed could be summarized in the words: this is
how one behaves towards those to whom one belongs. Be-
yond this circle of belonging are the outsiders. Moral code
differs from moral code not in its essence, not at a[ but only
in how exclusively or inclusively we draw the circle of be-
longing.

We have reached a threshold in human history, today.
From now on moralit;r must either be all-inclusive or it be-
comes imrnoral. In our world there is no more room for out-
siders. And our sense of belonging must include not only
humans, but animals, plants, and all the inanimate furniture
of our Earth Household. Nothing will do any more, but the
widest possible horizon of belonging.
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That is why we see two momentous moral changes

happening i.' ottt time' All PrecePt structures based on ex-

:iJrir"r"; are breaking down, belonging to the past. ol:l

appreciation for precepts based on a universal sense ot oe-

longing is fast g"ittit'g g'ound' belonging to the future' Of

all our religious nt""Jn"t' only those will survive which are

the expression of limitl"" b"lo"gi"g' but those will indeed

survive. They will be shaping the future if there is to be a

future'
More and more people are beginning to realize that the

survival ofour planet depends on our sense ofbelonging-.

to all other humans, to diphins caught in dragnets' to chick-

"t. "na 
pigs and calves raised in animal concentratron

";;;;, 
to äd*oods and rainforests' to kelp beds in our

oceans, and to the ozone layer' More ald more people are

;"";*t", aware that every act that affirms this belorrging

i. 
" 

*o.J act of worship' the fulfillment of a precept wrtt-

ten in every human heart'

This is ultimately why precepts fascinate me' those fall-

ing into disuse "" 
*at ;" 

:i::: l:::::: 
t:::Tilfl 

J:*:
mans are human: they are vanatrons on

J"-", a theme that challenges the human heart anew rn

;*" What fascinattd me at the outset was the amazing

diversity of precepts' What thrills me on second thought is

the one great challenge that "p:"kl 
with such diverse

tongues, the "halleng""'o 
t*y "y"'" *hol"heartedly' a lim-

itless "Yes" to belonging'
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