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THE LIBRARY OF WISDOM AND COMPASSION


The Library of Wisdom and Compassion is a special multivolume series in which His Holiness the Dalai Lama shares the Buddha’s teachings on the complete path to full awakening that he himself has practiced his entire life. The topics are arranged especially for people not born in Buddhist cultures and are peppered with the Dalai Lama’s unique outlook. Assisted by his long-term disciple, the American nun Thubten Chodron, the Dalai Lama sets the context for practicing the Buddha’s teachings in modern times and then unveils the path of wisdom and compassion that leads to a meaningful life, a sense of personal fulfillment, and full awakening. This series is an important bridge from introductory to profound topics for those seeking an in-depth explanation from a contemporary perspective.


Volumes:


1. Approaching the Buddhist Path


2. The Foundation of Buddhist Practice


3. Saṃsāra, Nirvāṇa, and Buddha Nature


4. Following in the Buddha’s Footsteps


More volumes to come!
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“This authoritative volume serves as a rich source of information on two major themes — the bases of Buddhist faith and the framework of Buddhist training — each viewed from the two complementary perspectives of the Pali tradition and the Indo-Tibetan tradition.”


— BHIKKHU BODHI, scholar-monk and translator of Pali texts





Delve into the substance of spiritual practice in this fourth volume of the Dalai Lama’s definitive series on the path to awakening, Following in the Buddha’s Footsteps. You’ll first hear His Holiness’s explanation of the Buddha, Dharma, and Sangha, why they are reliable guides on the path, and how to relate to them. His Holiness then describes the three essential trainings common to all Buddhist traditions: the higher trainings in ethical conduct, concentration, and wisdom. These chapters show us how to live a life free of harm to self or others and give us detailed instructions on how to develop single-pointed concentration as well as the higher states of concentration available to an earnest practitioner. In addition, the chapters on wisdom contain in-depth teachings on the noble eightfold path and the four establishments of mindfulness for developing greater awareness and understanding of our body, feelings, mind, and other phenomena. Together, these topics form the core of Buddhist practice.


This is a book to treasure and refer to repeatedly as you begin the path, progress on it, and near the final goal of nirvāṇa.





“Following in the Buddha’s Footsteps clearly lays out how to take the journey to exploring and developing our mind’s highest potential, following the Buddha as the unmistaken qualified guide who discovered the unmistaken qualified path all the way up to the final destination: enlightenment. The chapters in this book are logical, historically accurate, in-depth instructions and directions on how to skillfully and diligently create a meaningful Dharma practice.”


— JETSUNMA TENZIN PALMO,
founding abbess of Dongyu Gatsal Ling Nunnery
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Preface


ALTHOUGH EACH VOLUME of the Library of Wisdom and Compassion can be read separately, the topics in them are arranged in a particular sequence so that each subsequent volume builds on the preceding one. The first volume, Approaching the Buddhist Path, and part of the second volume, The Foundation of Buddhist Practice, contain introductory topics that are helpful to know before engaging in further study. Calling them introductory doesn’t mean they are elementary or easy; rather they are the basis of what will follow.


The second volume then continues, speaking about precious human life, its rarity and value, and urging us to take advantage of the opportunity it affords, since our lives are comparatively short and we will be reborn. Because effects arise from their causes, our future lives will depend on the causes we create now — our karma or actions. An extensive explanation of karma and its effects concludes this volume.


Volume 3, Saṃsāra, Nirvāṇa, and Buddha Nature, contains an in-depth discussion of the cycle of constantly recurring rebirth in which we are bound under the control of ignorance, afflictions, and polluted karma. It investigates buddha nature — the nature of our minds that provides the potential to become fully awakened buddhas.


That brings us to this fourth volume, Following in the Buddha’s Footsteps, which begins with the topic of turning to the Three Jewels — the Buddha, Dharma, and Saṅgha — for spiritual guidance. Taking refuge in the Three Jewels is the mark of becoming a Buddhist, and the guidance the Buddha gives us is to practice the three higher trainings in ethical conduct, concentration, and wisdom.


In most presentations of the lamrim (stages of the path), which were written for Tibetans who were already Buddhists, the topic of refuge comes earlier — after considering our possible future rebirths. This occurs for two reasons. First, refuge is the initial protective measure enabling us to avoid unfortunate rebirths. Second, increasing our faith and trust in the Buddha facilitates our understanding and practice of the law of karma and its effects. This is because we depend on the Buddha’s word to understand the subtle and obscure aspects of karma and its effects.


My observation — and that of many fellow Western Dharma students — is that people who did not grow up Buddhist are eager to learn about karma and its results but need more time to understand the meaning of taking refuge in the Three Jewels. We want to understand clearly what are the Three Jewels and what are the advantages and meaning of taking refuge in them. For this reason, the explanation of refuge in this volume is fuller than in most lamrim texts. It includes Dharmakīrti’s argument on why the Buddha is a reliable teacher and Maitreya’s explanation of how the Buddha, Dharma, and Saṅgha individually and together guide us on the path to liberation and full awakening.


In volume 3, we discussed the āryas’ four truths. The last two, true cessations and true paths, are the Dharma Jewel. The Dharma Jewel is the actual refuge, for when generated in our mindstream, awakening dawns. By actualizing a portion of true cessations and true paths, we become the Saṅgha Jewel, and by realizing them fully, we are transformed into the Buddha Jewel. This is possible because the buddha nature is an inalienable quality of our mind. Our actualizing the Three Jewels is the fulfillment of our buddha nature, which has been completely purified and brought to perfection.


With this background, the present volume elaborates on the true cessations and true paths spoken of in volume 3 by beginning with a more in-depth explanation of the Three Jewels of refuge. The Dharma Jewel of true paths includes the āryas’ three higher trainings in ethical conduct, concentration, and wisdom, which are also revealed in this volume. Ethical conduct as practiced by monastics and lay followers comes first. Here we hear His Holiness’s love and respect for the Vinaya — monastic discipline — and for the monastic community and its role in preserving the Dharma. This is followed by instructions on how to cultivate meditative concentration, explained from the perspective of both the Sanskrit and Pāli traditions. While the lamrim usually discusses this in the context of the perfection of meditative stability, it makes sense to include it in the higher training in concentration so practitioners can begin to improve their concentration now. The higher training in wisdom comes next. Here we delve into the thirty-seven harmonies with awakening, practices found in both the Sanskrit and Pāli traditions. This volume is rich in teachings to practice that will definitely transform our minds.


How This Volume Came About


The Library of Wisdom and Compassion came about when I requested His Holiness to write a brief root text for Tibetan geshes and khenpos to use when teaching in the West. His Holiness said we should write the elaborate explanation first and gave me transcripts of his teachings to work from. Several series of interviews happened over the years. In 2006 His Holiness said that this series must be unique — it should not be a rewording of previous lamrim texts — and insisted that material from the Pāli and Chinese Buddhist traditions be added.


Why would someone who has spent his life studying and practicing the Sanskrit tradition as presented in Tibet want to encourage his students and those interested in Buddhism to learn the Pāli tradition and Chinese Buddhism? His Holiness is open-minded and sees all these teachings as coming from the same Teacher, the Buddha. He knows a fair bit about other Buddhist traditions and is strongly opposed to sectarianism. His wish is for all Buddhist traditions to cooperate, have fruitful exchanges, and work together for the betterment of the world. Since all Buddhist traditions are present in the West, this is especially important. While not ignoring the differences in presentation and emphasis, His Holiness wants us to enhance our Dharma practices by learning from one another.


Charging me with adding teachings from the Pāli tradition and Chinese Buddhism, he also insisted, contrary to my wishes, that the book be coauthored and gave me permission to alter the usual order of the topics to suit this audience: people who were not brought up Buddhist, as well as Asians — especially young Tibetans — with a modern education.


Having received bhikṣuṇī ordination in Taiwan, lived with Chinese Buddhists in Singapore, and gone on pilgrimage in Tibet, Mainland China, and Taiwan, I was familiar with Chinese Buddhists and knew scholars and practitioners who could teach me more. Fortunately I also knew many Theravāda Buddhists from my time in Singapore and from the annual Western Buddhist Monastic Gatherings in the United States. I spent some time studying and meditating at a wat in Thailand and diligently studied Bhikkhu Bodhi’s talks on the Majjhima Nikāya, reading portions of the Vinaya and the other nikāyas in the Pāli canon as well as supplementary material.


The journey into other Buddhist traditions enriched my practice tremendously. I came to have a deep appreciation for the Buddha’s skill as a teacher and the many ways he made the Dharma available so that living beings with different inclinations and interests could find what they needed in his teachings.


In 2018 I had another series of interviews with His Holiness, and I’d like to share a touching story that illustrates His Holiness’s compassion in teaching us. We were completing a long discussion on how bodhisattvas generate the meditative absorptions of the form and formless realms, when His Holiness said, “I don’t give a lot of thought to the meditative absorptions, though I would like to develop the capable preparation and use that to enter the path of preparation. I’m not expecting to attain buddhahood soon. Does that seem lazy? However, there are numerous buddhas in the ten directions, but do they come to help? As long as I have a polluted body, my wish is to serve sentient beings, and practically speaking, I can do that. I often contemplate Śāntideva’s verses (BCA 3.21, 10:55):


Just like the earth and space itself,


and all the other mighty elements,


for boundless multitudes of beings,


may I always be the ground of life, the source of varied sustenance.


For as long as space endures


and as long as living beings remain,


until then may I too abide


to dispel the misery of the world.”




How to Approach These Teachings


His Holiness’s teaching style is unique: he weaves easy-to-understand advice that relates to our daily life together with complex teachings that pertain to practitioners who have studied and practiced for many years (and lifetimes). In addition, Buddhist teachers in general don’t expect us to remember and understand everything the first or even second time we hear or read it. Rather, each time we study the same material new understandings are revealed because our mind has matured. So if some of the material seems difficult to understand or too advanced for your present level, keep going. Remember that you are “planting seeds” in your mindstream that will yield deeper and more precise understanding in the future.


Please Note


Although this series is coauthored, the vast majority of the material is His Holiness’s teachings. I researched and wrote the parts about the Pāli tradition, wrote some other passages, and composed the reflections. For ease of reading, most honorifics have been omitted, but that does not diminish the great respect we have for these most excellent sages and practitioners. Foreign terms are given in italics parenthetically at their first usage. Unless otherwise noted with “P” or “T,” indicating Pāli or Tibetan, respectively, italicized terms are Sanskrit. When two italicized terms are listed, the first is Sanskrit, the second Pāli. For consistency, Sanskrit spelling is used for Sanskrit and Pāli terms used in common language (nirvāṇa, Dharma, arhat, and so forth), except in citations from Pāli scriptures. The term śrāvaka encompasses solitary realizers, unless there is reason to specifically differentiate them. To maintain the flow of a passage, it is not always possible to gloss all new terms on their first use; a glossary is provided at the end of the book. “Sūtra” often refers to Sūtrayāna and “Tantra” to Tantrayāna — the Sūtra Vehicle and Tantra Vehicle, respectively. When these two words are not capitalized, they refer to two types of discourses: sūtras and tantras. Mahāyāna here refers principally to the bodhisattva path as explained in the Sanskrit tradition. Unless otherwise noted, all explanations and the meaning of all terms accord with the Prāsaṅgika Madhyamaka presentation. Unless otherwise noted, the personal pronoun “I” refers to His Holiness.
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Translations used in this volume, unless noted otherwise, are as cited here. Some terminology has been modified for consistency with the present work.
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	Treasury of Knowledge (Abhidharmakośa), by Vasubandhu







	AN


	   


	Aṅguttara Nikāya. Translated by Bhikkhu Bodhi in The Numerical Discourses of the Buddha (Boston: Wisdom Publications, 2012).







	BCA


	   


	Engaging in the Bodhisattvas’ Deeds (Bodhicaryāvatāra), by Śāntideva.







	C.


	   


	Chinese







	DN


	   


	Dīgha Nikāya. Translated by Maurice Walshe in The Long Discourses of the Buddha (Boston: Wisdom Publications, 1995).







	DV


	   


	Dharmaguptaka Vinaya: Bhikṣuṇī Poṣadha and Rites to Establish the Territory (Newport, WA: Sravasti Abbey, 2017).







	EBM


	   


	The Essentials of Buddhist Meditation, by Zhiyi. Translated by Bhikṣu Dharmamitra (Seattle, WA: Kalavinka Press, 2008).







	EPL


	   


	Elucidating the Path to Liberation: A Study of the Commentary on the Abhidharmakosa, by the First Dalai Lama. Translated by David Patt. PhD dissertation, University of Wisconsin–Madison, 1993.







	ISBP


	   


	The Inner Science of Buddhist Practice, by Artemus B. Engle (Ithaca, NY: Snow Lion Publications, 2009).







	LC


	   


	The Great Treatise on the Stages of the Path (T. Lam rim chen mo), by Tsongkhapa, 3 vols. Translated by Joshua Cutler et al. (Ithaca, NY: Snow Lion Publications, 2000–4).







	LS


	   


	Praise to the Supramundane (Lokātītastava), by Nāgārjuna.







	MMA


	   


	Supplement to the “Middle Way” (Madhyamakāvatāra). Translated by George Churinoff and Thubten Jampa. Unpublished manuscript reprinted by ILTK Masters Program, Pomaia, Italy, 2013.







	MMAB


	   


	Candrakīrti. Explanation of the “Supplement to the ‘Middle Way’” (Madhyamakāvatārabhāṣya). Translated by George Churinoff and Thubten Jampa. Unpublished manuscript reprinted by ILTK Masters Program, Pomaia, Italy, 2013.







	MMK


	   


	Mūlamadhyamakakārikā, by Nāgārjuna.







	MN


	   


	Majjhima Nikāya. Translated by Bhikkhu Ñāṇamoli and Bhikkhu Bodhi in The Middle-Length Discourses of the Buddha (Boston: Wisdom Publications, 1995).







	NSP


	   


	Nāgārjuna on the Six Perfections. Translated by Bhikṣu Dharmamitra (Seattle, WA: Kalavinka Press, 2009).







	P.


	   


	Pāli







	PDA


	   


	Praise to Dependent Arising (T. rten ’brel bstod pa), by Tsongkhapa. Translated by Thubten Jinpa. http://www.tibetanclassics.org/html-assets/In%20Praise%20of%20Dependent%20Origination.pdf.







	PV


	   


	Commentary on the “Compendium of Reliable Cognition” (Pramāṇavārttika), by Dharmakīrti.
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	The Twenty-Five-Thousand-Verse Perfection of Wisdom Sūtra (T. Pañcaviṃśatisāhasrikā-prajñā-pāramitā Sūtra).







	RA


	   


	Ratnāvalī (Precious Garland) by Nāgārjuna.







	RGV


	   


	Sublime Continuum (Ratnagotravibhāga, Uttaratantra), by Maitreya.







	Sn


	   


	Suttanipāta. Translated by Bhikkhu Bodhi in The Suttanipāta (Somerville, MA: Wisdom Publications, 2017).







	SN


	   


	Saṃyutta Nikāya. Translated by Bhikkhu Bodhi in The Connected Discourses of the Buddha (Boston: Wisdom Publications, 2000).







	ŚS


	   


	Śikṣasamuccaya, by Śāntideva. Translated by B. Alan Wallace. Wisdom Academy, 2018.







	STG


	   


	Sūtra on the Ten Grounds in The Tog Palace Manuscript of the Tibetan Kangyur.







	T.


	   


	Tibetan







	Vism


	   


	Visuddhimagga, by Buddhaghosa. Translated by Bhikkhu Ñāṇamoli in The Path of Purification (Kandy: Buddhist Publication Society, 1991).
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	Trustworthy Spiritual Guidance








WHAT MAKES our spiritual practice Buddhist? It is not merely doing practices taught in Buddhist scriptures, for some of those practices — such as refraining from harming others, cultivating love and compassion, and developing concentration — are also found in other religions. Doing these and other practices with a mind that has taken refuge in the Three Jewels is the key that makes these practices Buddhist. Taking refuge means we entrust ourselves for spiritual guidance to the Buddha, Dharma, and Saṅgha. Based on knowledge of their qualities, we choose to follow their guidance.


The Entrance to the Buddhist Path


Our ultimate goal is to become the Three Jewels ourselves. To do this, we need to rely on the guidance of the Three Jewels that already exist. To actualize the Dharma Jewel — which as true cessation and true path is the ultimate refuge — in our own mindstream, we take refuge in the Buddha as the one who taught the Dharma and in the Saṅgha as the ones who have actualized some true cessations and true paths in their mindstream.


Taking refuge is not simply reciting “I take refuge in the Buddha, Dharma, and Saṅgha” with our mouths. It involves an internal commitment to our spiritual practice that motivates us to humbly seek spiritual guidance. Refuge is to be lived each moment, so that all the practices we do are directed toward actualizing the Dharma Jewel in our mindstream. When we have done this, we will have genuine, lasting joy and fulfillment, and our lives will have become highly meaningful. To attain nirvāṇa, we must start practicing now.


Based on his own experience, the Buddha taught a path in accord with reality. He did not teach anything illogical or contradictory to the laws of nature or the way things are. Through his teachings and his living example, he demonstrated the ability to eliminate unrealistic and harmful mental states — such as ignorance, animosity, and attachment — from their root and to develop good qualities limitlessly. All of this accords with the way things function, and by practicing the Buddha’s instructions we can verify the path to awakening and its resultant awakening through our own experience.


Some people read the biographies of the Buddha or other Buddhist sages and, inspired by their sublime lives, follow their teachings. That is wonderful. But the most important reason for following the Buddha’s teachings is that we have studied and investigated them and have found them to be reliable and effective. In this way, we confirm for ourselves that the Buddha’s philosophical teachings are the result of deep contemplation, sincere practice, and genuine meditation. They were not made up quickly to impress others. The faith that arises from understanding the teachings is stable and reliable, whereas the faith that derives from admiration of the Buddha’s life or amazement at his supernormal abilities can easily change.


It is said that taking refuge in the Three Jewels is the excellent door for entering the Buddha’s doctrine, renunciation of duḥkha is the door for entering a path, and bodhicitta is the door for entering the Mahāyāna. Taking refuge establishes the spiritual direction we will take in life and leads us to learn and contemplate the Buddha’s teachings. Through this, we will realize that no enduring happiness is to be found in cyclic existence and we will renounce this suffering state and generate the aspiration to attain liberation. The stability of this understanding in our mind marks our entrance to a path. Stable bodhicitta is the door to enter the bodhisattva path that leads to full awakening because only this altruistic intention to attain awakening for the benefit of all sentient beings will give us the strength of mind to fulfill the collections of merit and wisdom necessary to attain full awakening.


To view this sequence in the reverse order: To attain full awakening, bodhicitta is indispensable. Bodhicitta is based on great compassion, but to feel great compassion for others, we must first have compassion for ourselves. Renunciation — wanting ourselves to be free from saṃsāra and to attain nirvāṇa — is the true meaning of self-compassion. To reach this understanding, we must be clear about our spiritual direction and the guides we rely on to lead us. Thus, taking refuge is the first step; it is the door to the Buddha’s teachings.


To take refuge properly, correctly identifying and gaining a clear understanding of the Three Jewels is crucial. To do that, understanding the four truths is important, and this is based on comprehending the two truths: veiled and ultimate truths. Without comprehending the two truths, our understanding of the four truths will be hazy, and without understanding the four truths, our refuge in the Three Jewels will not be stable.


We may wonder how we can take refuge without understanding profound and advanced topics such as the two truths, the four truths of āryas, emptiness, and dependent arising. Conversely, we may wonder how we can understand such topics without having deep refuge in the Three Jewels. By beginning with the topics of the two truths, the four truths, emptiness, and dependent arising, as we did in Approaching the Buddhist Path, we gain an initial understanding that forms a good foundation for taking refuge in the Three Jewels. Based on taking refuge, we then learn, contemplate, and meditate on the Buddha’s teachings, and the understanding we gain from that deepens our refuge. That deeper refuge will inspire us to learn, contemplate, and meditate more, bringing even deeper understanding; and so it goes — with taking refuge and understanding the teachings aiding each other.






REFLECTION


1. Contemplate the forward sequence: taking refuge is the door to enter the Buddha’s doctrine by making us receptive and giving direction to our spiritual yearnings.


2. Refuge opens our minds to contemplate duḥkha, the unsatisfactory conditions of saṃsāra. Seeing there is no final happiness to be had in saṃsāra, we renounce duḥkha and aspire for liberation. This is the door to enter the paths of the śrāvaka, solitary realizer, and bodhisattva.




3. Seeing that all sentient beings, who have been kind to us in our beginningless lifetimes, are trapped in saṃsāra, we cultivate great compassion and aspire for full awakening in order to help them escape from saṃsāra. This bodhicitta motivation is the door to the Mahāyāna. Motivated and informed by bodhicitta, we generate the wisdom realizing the emptiness of inherent existence, which removes all obscurations and enables us to attain buddhahood.


4. Contemplate the reverse sequence, seeing that realization of emptiness on the Mahāyāna path is fueled by bodhicitta, which is generated through having great compassion for all living beings. This, in turn, depends on having the aspiration for ourselves to be free from saṃsāra, which relies on having taken refuge in the Three Jewels.





Reasons for Taking Refuge in the Three Jewels


As with any produced phenomenon, taking refuge occurs due to the coming together of its own causes and conditions. The first cause is being alarmed by the possibility of our misdeeds ripening in unfortunate rebirths in future lives. This is the basic, most immediate reason that leads us to seek spiritual protection and guidance. As we progress and our understanding of the Buddha’s teachings increases, we become alarmed at being subject to the various kinds of duḥkha of cyclic existence in general and seek refuge from those.


The second cause is having faith and confidence in the ability of the Three Jewels to guide us from these dangers. Such confidence is based on understanding the qualities and abilities of the Three Jewels and how they are able to guide and protect us from these dangers.


Those inclined to the Bodhisattva Vehicle cultivate a third cause: great compassion for sentient beings and the wish to alleviate their duḥkha. Since the main audience in this series is disciples with sharp faculties who aspire for buddhahood, we must seek refuge with the aspiration to become a buddha in order to have all the necessary qualities to most effectively benefit all sentient beings. Even if this bodhicitta motivation is fabricated at present, by continued cultivation it will eventually become spontaneous. We seek refuge in the Three Jewels that embody the spiritual aims we aspire for and that we regard as reliable guides to show us the path.


In the first three volumes of this series, the first cause — alarm at the prospect of experiencing unfortunate rebirths and the duḥkha of saṃsāra — has been described in depth. We will now look at the way the Fundamental Vehicle, Perfection Vehicle, and Vajra Vehicle delineate the Three Jewels, and then we will examine the qualities of the Buddha in particular and the reason the Buddha is an excellent guide. The readers of this series are intelligent, and I am confident that by analyzing and contemplating the Three Jewels you will come to well-formed conclusions.






REFLECTION


Contemplate the causes to take refuge in the Three Jewels:


1. Reflect on the faults of rebirth in unfortunate realms and in cyclic existence in general, as explained in volumes 1 and 2.


2. Reflect on the excellent qualities of the Three Jewels that make them trustworthy objects of refuge (you can read ahead to learn these).


3. With compassion for others who are bound to saṃsāra by afflictions and karma, generate the aspiration for full awakening.


4. With relief and confidence, turn to the Three Jewels as reliable guides to actualize your spiritual aims.





The Mind’s Potential and the Existence of the Three Jewels


Before discussing the qualities of the Three Jewels, it is helpful to know the mind’s potential and how mental purification occurs. These points were covered in chapter 12 of The Foundation of Buddhist Practice, and we will briefly review them now.


The greatest potential each sentient being has is to become a fully awakened buddha who has the wisdom, compassion, and power to be of the greatest benefit to all sentient beings. A key quality of a buddha is omniscience. How is attaining omniscience possible given our current state of ignorance? The mind has the natural capacity to cognize objects, but various obstructions prevent it from knowing phenomena. (1) An intervening object, like a wall, prevents us from seeing what is on the other side. (2) The object is very far away or very small and is not within the purview of our sense faculties. (3) Our cognitive faculties are defective or limited in their scope — for example, our visual consciousness cannot hear sounds; if we have severe cataracts, we can barely see; an animal brain is not equipped to comprehend philosophy. (4) A mind obscured by wrong views or one that is unable to concentrate because of an abundance of disturbing emotions cannot understand certain points. (5) Some objects are so subtle, vast, or profound that unless we have meditative concentration or superknowledges, we cannot know them. (6) The latencies of ignorance and the mistaken appearances that they cause prevent the mind from knowing both veiled truths and ultimate truths simultaneously by one consciousness.


From their side, buddhas are not limited by the above obscurations, and having perfected their virtuous qualities, they have the ability to effortlessly and spontaneously manifest in limitless ways to benefit sentient beings. However, their power is not omnipotent in the sense of being able to unilaterally control events. Our ability to be benefited by the buddhas depends on our receptivity.


Just as the sun’s light radiates everywhere equally, so do buddhas’ awakening activities. Nevertheless, however brilliant the sun may be, its radiance cannot enter an upside-down vessel. Similarly, our karmic obscurations or lack of merit curtail the buddhas’ ability to help us. But when the vessel is turned upright, the sun naturally flows in. Similarly, when we purify our minds and accumulate merit, our minds become receptive to the buddhas’ awakening activities.


As our understanding of the mind increases, we will gain conviction in three points. First, the basic nature of the mind is pure and clear. Second, afflictions are based on ignorance that apprehends phenomena as existing in the opposite way than they actually exist. Thus ignorance and the afflictions born from it are adventitious and do not inhere in the nature of the mind. Third, it is possible to cultivate powerful antidotes — realistic and beneficial mental states — that root out ignorance, afflictions, and other obscurations.




In chapter 24 of his Treatise on the Middle Way, Nāgārjuna explains that together, the doctrines of dependent arising and emptiness of inherent existence establish the existence of the Three Jewels. Because all phenomena arise dependently, they lack inherent existence. Ignorance, however, grasps them to exist in the opposite way, as inherently existent. Because phenomena exist dependent on other factors — sprouts depend on seeds, children depend on their parents — they do not exist independently or inherently. When wisdom realizes their emptiness, it has the power to gradually eradicate ignorance and its latencies from our minds, and thus stop our duḥkha. This wisdom is true paths, and the cessations of the afflictions and duḥkha are true cessations. More specifically, a true cessation is the purified aspect of the emptiness of a mind that has removed a portion of afflictions by means of its antidote, the true path. True paths and true cessations constitute the Dharma Jewel, and in this way the existence of the Dharma Jewel, which is the actual refuge, is established.


True paths are first generated and true cessations are first actualized on the path of seeing of all three vehicles — the Śrāvaka, Solitary Realizer, and Bodhisattva Vehicles — and they exist in the mindstreams of āryas on the paths of seeing, meditation, and no more learning. Those that have directly perceived emptiness and actualized true cessations are āryas and become the Saṅgha Jewel. When bodhisattvas overcome all obscurations, they become buddhas, the Buddha Jewel. In this way, the existence of the Three Jewels is established and the possibility of our becoming the Three Jewels is demonstrated.


When we deeply contemplate Nāgārjuna’s explanation, our faith in the Three Jewels grows, not because someone told us about them or because we admire them, but because we understand the possibility of mental development that can lead to actualizing the Three Jewels ourselves. The ideal way to take refuge in the Three Jewels entails some degree of understanding of emptiness and dependent arising. Of course, we may initially take refuge for more elementary reasons, but our refuge will deepen as our understanding of the Three Jewels increases.


Another way of speaking of the Dharma is in terms of the transmitted or scriptural Dharma and the realized Dharma. The teachings given by the Buddha are the transmitted Dharma; the realizations that arise in the minds of practitioners who practice the transmitted Dharma are the realized Dharma. Currently both the transmitted and realized Dharma are present in our world. To preserve the transmitted Dharma, we must study the Dharma by listening to oral teachings and reading scriptures, treatises, and commentaries. To preserve the realized Dharma, we must meditate and actualize these teachings in our own minds. We should not take the existence of the Dharma for granted, but make a personal contribution to preserving it.






REFLECTION


According to your present understanding, reflect that liberation is possible:


1. The basic nature of the mind is pure and clear.


2. Afflictions are based on ignorance that apprehends phenomena as existing in the opposite way than they actually exist. Thus ignorance and the afflictions born from it are adventitious and do not inhere in the nature of the mind.


3. It is possible to cultivate powerful antidotes — realistic and beneficial mental states such as the wisdom realizing emptiness — which root out ignorance, afflictions, and other obscurations.


4. Remember these three points, and as your understanding of the mind expands, come back and reflect on them again.





The Three Jewels according to the Fundamental Vehicle


According to the Fundamental Vehicle, the Buddha Jewel is the historical Buddha, Śākyamuni Buddha, who lived approximately 2,500 years ago. The Dharma is the true paths — the eightfold path of right view, intention, speech, action, livelihood, effort, mindfulness, and concentration — and true cessations in the mental continuum of an ārya. The Saṅgha refers principally to the four pairs of realized beings — the approacher and abider for stream-enterer (srotāpanna, sotāpanna), the approacher and abider for once-returner (sakṛtāgāmi, sakadagāmi) the approacher and abider for nonreturner (anāgāmi), and the approacher and abider for arhatship. Bodhisattvas are also included in the Saṅgha Jewel. A commonly recited verse from the Pāli tradition expresses some of the magnificent qualities of the Three Jewels:


The Buddha, the Pure One, with ocean-deep compassion,


who possesses the eye of wonderful stainless insight,


the destroyer of worldly evil and defilement —


with devoted heart, I honor that Awakened One.


The Dhamma taught by the Master,


like a lamp that illuminates the path, fruit, and deathless nibbāna,


untouched by the conditioned world and pointing the way beyond —


with devoted heart, I honor that natural truth.


The Saṅgha, the most fertile ground for cultivation,


seers of true peace, awakened through the Sugata,


all wavering subdued, ariyas with subtle wisdom —


with devoted heart, I honor that ariya community.


The qualities of the Three Jewels are also described in the Jewel Sutta (Ratana Sutta, Sn 2.1). The Buddha delivered this sūtra when the city of Vaiśālī was subject to the triple disaster of famine, evil spirits, and plague. The citizens invited the Buddha and Saṅgha to visit to remedy the difficulties. The protective blessing arising from the Buddha teaching this sūtra and from the citizens reflecting on the qualities of the Three Jewels spread throughout the city. The triple disaster ceased and the citizens lived in peace. Verses 3–6 below encapsulate the qualities of the Three Jewels:


Whatever treasure exists here or beyond,


or whatever precious jewel is in the heavenly world,


there is none comparable to the Tathāgata.


This precious jewel is in the Buddha.


By this truth may there be safety.




The Buddha often uses the term “Tathāgata” to refer to himself. Tathāgata may be translated as the One Thus Gone, indicating that the Buddha has gone to nirvāṇa, the unconditioned state. Tathāgata can also be translated as the One Thus Come, in that the Buddha has come to nirvāṇa in the same way all the previous buddhas have: by perfecting the thirty-seven harmonies with awakening, completing the ten perfections, and acting for the welfare of the world.


The Tathāgata has fully awakened to the nature of this world, its origin, its cessation, and the path to its cessation — that is, he fully comprehends the four truths. The Tathāgata has fully understood and can directly perceive all things that can be seen, heard, sensed, known, cognized, and thought about; he knows them just as they are. Everything he speaks, from the time he attained awakening until his parinirvāṇa, is true and correct, and his actions are consistent with his words. He has conquered the foes of the afflictions and is not conquered by them. Thereby he possesses great power to benefit the world.


The Tathāgata has realized two great principles: dependent origination and nirvāṇa. Dependent origination applies to the conditioned world and pertains particularly to true origins and true duḥkha. Nirvāṇa applies particularly to the last two truths: it is the unconditioned, true cessation that is realized by true paths. Together dependent origination and nirvāṇa include all existents.


Although there may be great wealth, treasures, and jewels in the world, none of them even come near the qualities and benefit of the Tathāgata. The Buddha is even more precious, rare, and difficult to encounter than a wish-fulfilling gem. He has the capacity to fulfill all our wishes for enduring peace and happiness through leading us on the path to nirvāṇa.


The destruction, dispassion, deathless, and sublime


discovered by the Sage of the Śākyas in samādhi —


there is nothing equal to that Dhamma.


This precious jewel is in the Dhamma.


By this truth may there be safety.


The Dharma Jewel that is an object of refuge consists of true cessations and true paths. This verse speaks of true cessations, nirvāṇa, which is the ultimate aim of spiritual practice. Unlike the conditioned, impermanent phenomena of saṃsāra, nirvāṇa is not created by causes and conditions and does not change in each moment. Nirvāṇa has four synonyms, each describing it from a different angle: (1) it is destruction of craving, or of ignorance, attachment, and animosity; (2) it is dispassion because it is the absence of attachment, desire, greed, and lust; (3) it is deathless because it is free from repeated birth, aging, sickness, and death in saṃsāra; (4) it is sublime — supreme, never-ending, and inexhaustible. Nirvāṇa is often said to be cooling because the heat of lust and mental afflictions has been extinguished, and experiencing nirvāṇa is like diving into a pool of cool water during India’s hot season.


The supreme Buddha praised that purity


that is called the “uninterrupted concentration” —


there exists no equal to that concentration.


This precious jewel is in the Dhamma.


By this truth may there be safety.


The “uninterrupted concentration” refers to the supramundane eightfold path that leads to nirvāṇa. It is called “uninterrupted” because it brings immediate results. No other path or samādhi (a state of single-pointed concentration) can equal it. To develop the supramundane eightfold path, we must first cultivate the ordinary eightfold path by practicing the four establishments of mindfulness (of body, feelings, mind, and phenomena) and developing mundane right concentration. Through these, we will gain insight, which examines the nature of the body, feelings, mind, and phenomena in a deeper way. This leads to the wisdom of clear realization (P. abhisamaya), which breaks through and realizes the unconditioned. Wisdom of clear realization occurs in a samādhi that is a supramundane (lokottara) dhyāna. The supramundane dhyānas may be of four levels, corresponding to the four mundane dhyānas. They are used as the basis for insight that brings the path and fruit of one of the four stages of stream-enterer and so forth. For example, if a practitioner has attained the second dhyāna and uses that to develop insight that brings the path and fruit of stream-enterer, it becomes a supramundane dhyāna, and the path and fruit are the second dhyāna supramundane path and fruit of stream-entry.




While the mind dwells in the uninterrupted concentration, wisdom actively penetrates the truth, bringing the immediate result of extinguishing certain defilements.1 When one emerges from that concentration, one is a stream-enterer, an ārya. Unlike worldly samādhis that lead to rebirth in the form and formless realms, this samādhi leads to liberation.


The supramundane Dharma consists of the four ārya paths, their fruits, and nirvāṇa. These true cessations and true paths in the mind of the Tathāgata are his dharmakāya: his Dharma body or truth body. Buddhaghosa’s commentary on the Middle Length Discourses explains:




Here the Blessed One shows [himself as] the Dhamma-body (dhammakāya), as stated in the passage, “The Tathāgata, great king, is the Dhamma-body.” For the ninefold supramundane Dhamma is called the Tathāgata’s body.2





To return to the Jewel Sutta:


The eight persons — the four pairs — praised by the good,


disciples of the Tathāgata, are worthy of offerings.


What is given to them bears great fruit.


This precious jewel is in the Saṅgha.


By this truth may there be safety.


The ārya Saṅgha and Saṅgha Jewel refers to the eight āryas, who may be monastics or lay practitioners.3 The conventional Saṅgha is the monastic order of fully ordained ones. The eight classes of ārya Saṅgha are subsumed in four pairs — stream-enterers, once-returners, nonreturners, and arhats. Stream-enterers have a clear realization of nirvāṇa; they have understood the four truths directly, made the initial breakthrough to nirvāṇa, and abandoned three of the five lower fetters (saṃyojana, saṃyojana) — view of a personal identity, doubt about the Three Jewels, and view of rules and practices.


This breakthrough or clear realization is called “the arising of the Eye of Dharma” — one now sees the Dharma and the truth of the Buddha’s teaching. Because of the power of this realization, it is impossible for a stream-enterer to do any of the five heinous actions: killing his mother, killing his father, killing an arhat, causing a schism in the Saṅgha, or drawing blood from a buddha. Stream-enterers are endowed with virtue and observe ethical conduct well. Lay stream-enterers keep the five precepts and monastic stream-enterers keep monastic precepts. While they may still commit transgressions — such as angrily speaking harshly — they never conceal their transgressions and confess and make amends as soon as possible.


Because stream-enterers’ faith in the Three Jewels is unshakable, they are firmly planted on the path to liberation. Some may attain arhatship in that very life, as did Sāriputta and Moggallāna, Ānanda, and many others. If not, they will be reborn in cyclic existence, but only as humans or devas, never in unfortunate realms. Stream-enterers with sharp faculties will take only one more rebirth, those of middle faculties will take two to six rebirths, and those of dull faculties will take at most seven more rebirths before attaining nirvāṇa. Stream-enterers with dull and modest faculties are not immune to the eight worldly concerns, and sometimes their behavior may resemble that of ordinary beings. Stream-enterers who are householders may marry and be attached to their families; they may enjoy praise, compete in business deals, and become angry when criticized. Nevertheless their afflictions are weaker than those of people who are not āryas.


Once-returners have significantly reduced, though not totally eliminated, their ignorance, attachment, and animosity and will be reborn in the desire realm only once more. Nonreturners have abandoned the fetters of desire and malice and will never again take rebirth in the desire realm. If they don’t attain nirvāṇa in that life, they will be reborn in a pure abode in the form realm and attain nirvāṇa there. Arhats have eliminated the remaining fetters of desire for existence in the form and formless realms, conceit, restlessness, and ignorance.


Each of these four pairs has two phases: the path and the fruit. The phase of the path is the time one practices to attain the fruit that is certain to be attained in that very life. The phase of the fruit is the time of breaking through and attaining that result. All four pairs are called śrāvaka (P. sāvaka), or disciples of the Sugata. This term literally means “hearer” because, as Buddhaghosa explains (Vism 7.90), “they hear attentively the Blessed One’s instructions.” However, during the Buddha’s time śrāvaka was a more general term indicating a disciple, and the teacher of each sect had his own circle of śrāvakas, or disciples. These four pairs are the Buddha’s ārya śrāvakas who, because of their spiritual realizations, are worthy of offerings and respect. As visible representatives of the ārya Saṅgha, the monastic Saṅgha are also objects of respect and offerings. Those who make offerings to them accumulate great merit that leads to fortunate rebirths and conducive circumstances for Dharma practice.


The Three Jewels according to the Perfection Vehicle


The Buddha, Dharma, and Saṅgha are called “jewels” because they are rare and precious — rare because they appear in the world infrequently, precious because they have the ability to lead us out of saṃsāra to liberation and full awakening. All sentient beings’ virtuous attitudes, words, and deeds can be traced to the Three Jewels that continually instruct and encourage sentient beings in virtue. The Three Jewels are more valuable than the mythical wish-fulfilling jewel because they fulfill our yearning for complete peace and freedom. They differ vastly from ordinary jewels that may temporarily improve the conditions of this life but cannot prevent or remedy all of our duḥkha. Each of the Three Jewels has an ultimate and a conventional aspect, which are presented below.


Perfection Vehicle practitioners take refuge in all buddhas throughout the universe — those living on our Earth, in other realms, and in the pure lands. In our world system Śākyamuni Buddha is the wheel-turning buddha who taught the Dharma (turned the Dharma wheel) when it was not previously present. Others have become buddhas by following his teachings. Each buddha has four buddha bodies. Here “body” means collection, as in a body of knowledge or a body of representatives. Buddha bodies may be enumerated as two, three, four, or five. These divisions involve different ways of classification but come to the same points.


There are several ways to posit the ultimate and conventional Three Jewels. The following is one way.4


Buddha Jewel


The ultimate Buddha Jewel is the truth body (dharmakāya), which has the nature of the perfect abandonment of all defilements and the perfect realization of all excellent qualities. It is of two types:




•The wisdom truth body (jñāna dharmakāya) is the omniscient mind of a buddha, which has three principal qualities. With knowledge (jñāna), buddhas know all phenomena; with compassion (anukampā), they seek to benefit sentient beings without hesitation; and with power or ability (T. nus pa), from their own side they lack all impediments to exercising their skillful means.


•The nature truth body (svabhāvika dharmakāya) is of two types:


○ The natural stainless purity is the emptiness of inherent existence of a buddha’s mind.


○ The purity from adventitious defilements is a buddha’s true cessations of afflictive obscurations (kleśāvaraṇa) that bind sentient beings to saṃsāra, and cognitive obscurations (jñeyāvaraṇa) that prevent them from knowing ultimate and veiled truths simultaneously with one consciousness.


The conventional Buddha Jewel consists of the form bodies (rūpakāya) in which a buddha appears in order to enact the welfare of sentient beings. These are of two types:


•An enjoyment body (saṃbhogakāya) is the form that a buddha manifests in his or her Akaniṣṭha pureland to teach ārya bodhisattvas.


•Emanation bodies (nirmāṇakāya) are the forms a buddha manifests that are perceivable by ordinary beings. These are of three types:


○ A supreme emanation body — for example, Śākyamuni Buddha — turns the Dharma wheel.


○ An ordinary emanation body manifests in diverse appearances of various people or things.


○ An artisan emanation body subdues sentient beings’ minds through showing certain worldly skills.


The truth body is so-called because the wisdom truth body is the supreme true path and the nature truth body is the supreme true cessation. The dharmakāya is the fulfillment of our own purpose, in the sense that it is the total perfection of our mind. Form bodies are the fulfillment of others’ purpose because through manifesting in these various forms, buddhas lead sentient beings to awakening. The truth bodies and form bodies are one inseparable entity. They are attained simultaneously at the first moment of buddhahood.


Contemplating the four buddha bodies gives us a profound understanding of Buddha Śākyamuni. His physical appearance as the human being Gautama Buddha is an emanation body, a form he assumed to suit the spiritual dispositions and interests of ordinary beings in our world. An emanation body derives from a subtler body, an enjoyment body, which emerges from the wisdom dharmakāya, a buddha’s omniscient mind. A wisdom dharmakāya arises within the underlying nature of reality, a buddha’s nature dharmakāya.


Dharma Jewel


The ultimate Dharma Jewel is the true cessations and true paths in the mindstreams of āryas.


The generally accepted Dharma Jewel consists of the transmitted Dharma — the Buddha’s word (the 84,000 teachings and twelve branches of scriptures) taught with compassion and skill from the Buddha’s personal experience.


Saṅgha Jewel


The ultimate Saṅgha Jewel is an indivual ārya — someone who has some true cessations and true paths in their mindstream — or a group of āryas.


The symbolic representation of the Saṅgha Jewel is a group of four or more fully ordained monks or nuns. They have received the ethical restraints set forth by the Buddha.


The Buddha spoke of the importance of the fourfold assembly: fully ordained men and women and male and female lay practitioners who keep the five lay precepts. A group of four or more fully ordained monks (bhikṣu, bhikkhu) or four fully ordained nuns (bhikṣuṇī, bhikkhunī) is a Saṅgha, and this Saṅgha represents the Saṅgha Jewel. “Saṅgha” does not refer to a group of people who attend a Dharma center.


The description of the Three Jewels emphasizes the inner, experiential aspect of religion and spirituality. The Three Jewels that we trust to lead us to liberation and awakening are distinct from religious institutions. Although realized beings may be members of religious institutions, these institutions are often operated by ordinary beings. Our refuge must always remain purely with the Three Jewels. If it does, we will not be confused by the actions of ordinary beings. It’s important to remember that not all Buddhists are buddhas.


Eight Excellent Qualities of the Buddha Jewel


Maitreya’s Sublime Continuum (Ratnagotravibhāga or Uttaratantra Śāstra) discusses the excellent qualities of the Three Jewels according to the unique Mahāyāna perspective that is not shared by the Fundamental Vehicle. Learning and contemplating these qualities inspires our confidence and faith that they are superb, trustworthy guides on the path. Contemplating their qualities shows us the direction to take in our spiritual practice in order to actualize the Three Jewels ourselves. Giving us a vision of our potential, this overcomes the despair that lacks clear spiritual direction and dispels the thought that we have only limited purpose and potential in life.


The Buddha Jewel is a final object of refuge that possesses eight excellent qualities, such as being unconditioned and so forth. As described in the Sublime Continuum (RGV 1.5):


Unconditioned and spontaneous,


not realized by other [extraneous] conditions,


possessing knowledge, compassionate love, and ability,


only the buddhas possess [the qualities of] the two benefits [of self and others].


The first three qualities indicate that buddhas have accomplished their own aim or purpose.


1. The excellent quality of being unconditioned indicates the truth body is free from arising and disintegrating. It possesses natural purity in that it has never and will never exist inherently. Buddhas have completely and directly realized this emptiness, which is naturally free from the elaborations of true existence; in the view of this pristine wisdom, there is no true existence. If true existence existed, this pristine wisdom would see it. Instead it has seen the ultimate truth, emptiness, in which all dualistic appearances have vanished, and the actual mode of existence of all phenomena is seen directly. Dualistic appearances are usually described as being of three kinds: (1) the appearance of subject and object being separate and distinct, as in, “I am realizing emptiness,” (2) the appearance of inherent existence, even though this appearance is false and nothing exists inherently, and (3) the appearance of veiled phenomena — tables, trees, people, and so forth — which are not ultimate truths.


A buddha’s pristine wisdom directly knowing emptiness differs from that of other āryas in that it can simultaneously perceive veiled truths and ultimate truths with one consciousness. A buddha’s pristine wisdom knowing things as they are — that is, knowing their emptiness — is free from duality, yet veiled truths appear to it. It is free from duality with respect to its direct realization of emptiness, but it is not a pristine wisdom free from all duality, in that it also knows conventionalities.


Every consciousness of a buddha is omniscient and knows both truths simultaneously. One aspect of omniscient mind knows ultimate truths within the vanishing of all dualistic appearances, and the other aspect knows conventional truths within dualistic appearance.


2. The excellent quality of being spontaneous indicates that in addition to natural purity, the truth body is pure of every coarse and subtle adventitious defilement. All elaborations and conceptualizations have been pacified. Cognitive obscurations5 hinder other āryas from effortlessly working for the welfare of sentient beings. When these are pacified, they attain a buddha’s truth body and are able to spontaneously and effortlessly accomplish all that is needed to benefit sentient beings.


3. The excellent quality of not being realized by extraneous conditions means a buddha’s realizations cannot be completely understood by words and concepts and cannot be fathomed by sentient beings, even other āryas. Buddhas experience reality for themselves. The actual experience of knowing the ultimate truth nondually cannot be communicated to others in words, although the instructions on how to actualize this experience for oneself can. This quality that is the buddhas’ pristine wisdom that knows things as they are — as empty of inherent existence — knows phenomena from the perspective of seeing the nonaffirming negative that is phenomena’s ultimate truth. The emptiness of inherent existence of all persons and phenomena is this nonaffirming negative — a negation that doesn’t imply anything positive in the wake of having negated the object of negation.


The next three qualities indicate that the buddhas have accomplished the purpose of others — that is, they are fully capable of benefitting others most effectively.


4. The excellent quality of knowledge or intuitive wisdom knows the variety and diversity of phenomena as well as their ultimate nature. This wisdom is experiential and effortless; it knows the veiled appearances and functions of all conventionalities everywhere and simultaneously realizes all phenomena as they actually are — their emptiness of true existence.6


5. The excellent quality of compassionate love for each and every sentient being wants all sentient beings to attain liberating insight that bestows omniscience. With wisdom and compassion buddhas show the path to those who are currently blind to it.


6. The excellent quality of power is a buddha’s power of intuitive wisdom and compassion that liberates others. This indicates that buddhas possess the complete range of abilities to clear away sentient beings’ obscurations that force them to be repeatedly reborn in saṃsāra under the control of afflictions and karma. Like a sword, a buddha’s wisdom and compassion have the power to cut the root of saṃsāra; like a thunderbolt, they destroy that root and have the power to show others how to do that as well.


7. The excellent quality of one’s own benefit fulfills a buddha’s own aims in the most meaningful way. This quality subsumes the first three qualities and ensures that buddhas have eliminated everything to be abandoned and actualized everything to be realized, making their minds entirely pure. By accomplishing their own aim — the truth body with the first three qualities — buddhas have the knowledge, compassionate love, and ability to manifest in form bodies in order to teach the Dharma to those who are suitable to be trained.


8. The excellent quality of others’ welfare or purpose refers to a buddha’s form bodies that benefit others in the most meaningful way. This quality subsumes the three qualities of knowledge, compassionate love, and power. With their omniscient knowledge, buddhas perfectly understand the dispositions, aspirations, and capabilities of each sentient being to be trained. With compassionate love, they seek to benefit others. With their power of wisdom and compassion, and without any hesitation or self-doubt, they teach paths that are appropriate for sentient beings with different inclinations. To those inclined toward the Śrāvaka Vehicle, buddhas teach the four truths. For those inclined toward the Solitary Realizer Vehicle, buddhas teach the twelve links — the forward and reverse sequences of the afflictive and purified sides. To those inclined toward the Bodhisattva Vehicle, they also teach great love, great compassion, and bodhicitta, as well as the way to actualize the pristine wisdom knowing things as they are and the pristine wisdom knowing the variety of phenomena.


The two purities of a buddha’s mind — the first two qualities — are aspects of the nature truth body and are unconditioned. Other aspects of a buddha’s mind are awarenesses that are aspects of the wisdom truth body and include conditioned phenomena.


Eight Excellent Qualities of the Dharma Jewel


The Dharma Jewel is a truth of the completely pure class (that is, the true cessations and true paths) in an ārya’s continuum that possesses any of the eight excellent qualities, such as being inconceivable and so forth. True paths are consciousnesses informed by the wisdom directly realizing the subtle selflessness of persons and phenomena. They are first generated on the path of seeing, which marks a bodhisattva’s transition from an ordinary being to an ārya.


Among an ārya’s true paths are uninterrupted paths and liberated paths. An uninterrupted path is a wisdom directly realizing emptiness that is in the process of eliminating some portion of defilements. Those defilements do not exist in the mind at the time of the uninterrupted path, but they have not yet been completely abandoned. When they have been completely and forever abandoned and their true cessation actualized, this wisdom directly realizing emptiness is known as a liberated path. Through each successive true path and its corresponding true cessation, bodhisattvas gradually abandon all afflictive and cognitive obscurations on the bodhisattva paths of seeing and meditation. Bodhisattvas become buddhas on the path of no-more-learning.


A true cessation is the purified aspect of the emptiness of a mind that has abandoned a certain portion of obscurations. True cessations have two factors: natural purity and the purity of adventitious defilements. Natural purity is the emptiness of inherent existence of all phenomena, here referring specifically to the emptiness of inherent existence of the mind. It is not an actual cessation because inherent existence has never existed and so cannot be ceased. The purity of adventitious defilements is the cessation of a portion of obscurations that is gained by cultivating the antidote, true paths. The Buddha Jewel fully possesses both purities. Other āryas possess natural purity and a portion of the purity of adventitious defilements. True cessations are genuine freedom; they are peaceful in that conceptual elaborations and dualistic appearances have been pacified.


The mere temporary absence of a defilement in the mind is not a true cessation. Even non-Buddhists can temporarily stop coarse manifest afflictions by attaining the first dhyāna, which suppresses but does not eliminate them. This is not a true cessation because these afflictions can again arise in their minds.


True paths free us from all duḥkha, its causes, and the latencies of its causes, and in that way they protect us. True cessations are the state of freedom. With the attainment of the liberated path of the path of seeing, ārya bodhisattvas have completely ceased all acquired afflictions. In addition, they no longer have any doubt regarding the Three Jewels as their objects of refuge and can never fall under the influence of misleading teachers. Having overcome wrong views, their conviction in the law of karma and its effects is unmoving. As their wisdom realizing emptiness becomes more powerful and they attain higher levels of the path, their innate obscurations are gradually eradicated, bringing great inner freedom. For this reason, true paths and true cessations are said to be the actual refuge that protect us from saṃsāra and personal nirvāṇa. The Sublime Continuum details the eight qualities (RGV 1.10):


That which is inconceivable, without the two, without conception,


pure, clear, and of the antidotal class,


that which is free from attachment and frees from attachment —


that bearer of the character of the [last] two truths is the Dharma.


Let’s look at each of the excellent qualities in turn.


1. The excellent quality of being inconceivable consists of three ways true cessations are inconceivable.


First, they cannot be conceived exactly as they are by logicians with respect to the four possibilities of existence, nonexistence, both, and neither. Logicians are those who use reasonings that create mistaken conceptual superimpositions regarding the way things exist. The ultimate truth — which is both true cessation and the Dharma Jewel — is not (a) truly existent, (b) truly nonexistent, (c) truly both existent and nonexistent, and (d) truly neither existent nor nonexistent.


Second, true cessations cannot be adequately known by relying on others’ assertions and must be known experientially by oneself. Third, as ultimate truths, true cessations are not realized by a dualistic mind. They are known only by pristine wisdom that is free from duality.


2. The excellent quality of being without the two indicates that true cessations are free from a portion of the two: afflictions and polluted karma. This is the purity from adventitious defilements, which cannot be experientially understood through words and concepts. The Dharma Jewel is present on the paths of seeing, meditation, and no-more-learning and is free from some portion of afflictions and polluted karma.


3. The excellent quality of being without conceptualization means that the Dharma Jewel is free from all conceptualizations grasping true existence and free from distorted conceptions that give rise to afflictions. True cessations are known by our own wisdom in meditative equipoise on emptiness in which all dualistic appearances have vanished. This wisdom is called “individual self-knowledge” (T. so so rang rig).7


4. The excellent quality of purity means that the Dharma Jewel is not mixed with any obscurations. As wisdom paths of āryas, the Dharma Jewel is the pristine wisdom directly realizing emptiness. As such, it is free from all defilements that prevent the direct perception of ultimate reality.


5. The excellent quality of clarity indicates that the Dharma Jewel clearly knows the ultimate mode of existence — emptiness — of all phenomena. It is free from the bias embedded in attachment, anger, and confusion.


6. The excellent quality of the antidotal class refers to true paths being able to counteract some portion of the afflicted obscurations or cognitive obscurations. They dispel the darkness of ignorance and its latencies from the minds of sentient beings.


7. The excellent quality of true cessations subsumes the first three excellent qualities and refers to the true cessations of all three vehicles. Free from all craving, they are ultimate truths.


8. The excellent quality of true paths acts to eradicate defilements and subsumes the second three excellent qualities. As consciousnesses, true paths are conventional truths. Like the sun that eliminates the darkness of ignorance, the true paths of all three vehicles function to free the mind from craving and other defilements.


A Dharma Jewel must have at least some of the eight qualities. It is not necessary to have all eight of them. For example, the uninterrupted path of the path of seeing is a true path but not a true cessation.


Eight Excellent Qualities of the Saṅgha Jewel


The Saṅgha Jewel consists of āryas from all three vehicles who possess any of the eight excellent qualities of knowledge and liberation. It is not necessary that this person possesses all eight qualities. For example, an ārya on the uninterrupted path of the path of seeing has the qualities of knowledge but not the qualities of liberation. Describing the qualities of the Mahāyāna Saṅgha Jewel, the Sublime Continuum says (RGV 1.14):


Because of pure inner pristine wisdoms


seeing the mode and varieties,


the assembly of intelligent irreversible ones


is endowed with unsurpassable excellent qualities.


The eight excellent qualities of the Saṅgha Jewel are:


1. The excellent quality of knowing the mode of existence — the emptiness of inherent existence of all phenomena. The Saṅgha Jewel has inner wisdom knowing that truly existent identities do not exist. The analytical minds that arise from learning, reflection, and meditation gradually come to ascertain the correct view of emptiness. The wisdoms arising from learning and reflection are conceptual, and the wisdom arising from meditation may be either conceptual or nonconceptual. The perspective of probing awareness (T. rigs shes) that is conceptual (on the path of preparation) is very different from that of nonconceptual probing awareness (on the path of seeing and above), which has ascertained emptiness just as it is and realizes it directly. The former investigates and conceptually analyzes how things exist; it is an essential step in realizing emptiness, although its understanding is not complete or direct. The latter is completely free from dualistic appearances and is possessed only by the Saṅgha Jewel.


2. The excellent quality of knowing the varieties indicates that the Saṅgha Jewel knows some portion of the diversity of phenomena.


3. The excellent quality of inner pristine wisdom is āryas’ wisdom that specifically knows the buddha essence (tathāgatagarbha). Āryas, who comprise the Saṅgha Jewel, have direct knowledge of the buddha nature as it exists in all sentient beings. This is unlike ordinary beings, who possess the buddha nature but do not know it directly. Inner pristine wisdom also refers to the above two knowledges.


4. The excellent quality of being pure from the obscurations of attachment is freedom from some portion of afflictive obscurations, especially freedom from the ignorance grasping true existence.


5. The excellent quality of being pure from impeding obstructions is freedom from some portions of the cognitive obscurations.


6. The excellent quality of being pure of the inferior obscurations is freedom from some portion of the self-centered wish to attain liberation for oneself alone. This refers to irreversible bodhisattvas on the pure grounds — the eighth, ninth, and tenth grounds — whose qualities are close to those of buddhas. They are “irreversible” in that they will never again take rebirth in saṃsāra under the control of afflictions and polluted karma and they have eradicated all self-centered thought that strives for only their own liberation. This is a powerful attainment, and such a person is bound directly for buddhahood and cannot reverse from this course. If bodhisattvas have not attained the signs of irreversibility by the eighth ground, they will attain them then.


“Inferior obscurations” may also refer to obscurations to meditative absorption (snyoms ’jug gi sgrib pa), certain obstructions that prevent the easy movement between different meditative absorptions and thus impede the gaining of realizations.


7. The excellent quality of knowledge (true paths) includes the first three excellent qualities. The true paths in the continuums of ārya bodhisattvas are free from grasping true existence, but the true paths of the eighth-, ninth-, and tenth-ground bodhisattvas are so pure that they are close to the unsurpassable wisdom of a Buddha. They are objects of refuge that are free from any taint of seeking liberation for themselves alone.




8. The excellent quality of liberation refers to true cessations and subsumes the second three excellent qualities.


Describing the knowledge of the Saṅgha Jewel, the Sublime Continuum says (RGV 1.15):


By realizing the quiescent nature of beings,


they perceive the very mode [of existence of phenomena].


This is due to the natural, thorough purity


and because afflictions are extinguished from the start.


“Realizing the quiescent nature of beings” refers to understanding the selflessness of persons and of phenomena. The wisdom directly realizing emptiness perceives the two selflessnesses — the ultimate nature of all persons and of all phenomena other than persons. This true path realizes these two emptinesses without differentiation; it simultaneously and directly perceives the emptiness of all existents. Such realization is possible because the nature of the mind is clear light — it is empty of true existence. This is its natural purity. In addition, the afflictions are not embedded in the nature of the mind, and in this respect they are primordially extinguished.


Enumerating the excellent qualities of the Three Jewels demonstrates why they are trustworthy and complete sources of refuge. Since we have the fortune to encounter such reliable objects of refuge, it is important that we take refuge in them fully, from the depth of our hearts, and to take refuge repeatedly in order to deepen and strengthen our connection with them. Doing this will enable us to call on their guidance no matter what situations we face in life or when we are dying.


The Perfection and Tantric Vehicles also include śrāvaka āryas and arhats as the Saṅgha Jewel. The Sublime Continuum explicitly mentions only ārya bodhisattvas and buddhas as the Saṅgha Jewel, because this text emphasizes buddha nature and one final vehicle — that is, everyone will eventually enter the Bodhisattva Vehicle and become a buddha.


Bodhisattvas respect the śrāvaka Saṅgha, as they are fellow practitioners who follow the Buddha and attain liberation. However, there are some differences between the two. Bodhisattvas are motivated by bodhicitta and aim to become buddhas. By fulfilling the collections of merit and wisdom, they attain buddhahood where all obscurations have been abandoned and all realizations and excellent qualities brought to fulfillment. Śrāvakas are motivated to attain personal nirvāṇa and aim to become arhats who have eradicated afflictive obscurations, but not cognitive obscurations. Ārya bodhisattvas are endowed with both wisdom and the great compassion that wants all sentient beings to be free from the duḥkha of saṃsāra, and they are committed to bringing that about. They dispel the ignorance of countless sentient beings by their altruistic deeds that lead others on the path.


Final and Provisional Refuges


The Sublime Continuum speaks of the objects of refuge or just refuges (T. skyabs gnas, skyabs yul), which are sometimes used in different contexts than the Three Jewels (T. dkon mchog gsum). Clarifying in our mind the differences and similarities between the Three Jewels and the three objects of refuge can be challenging because there are many permutations that can be made between them. And when we add in the symbolic jewels — the objects or people that represent the Three Jewels — there are even more! Exerting effort to understand these helps us to understand the Three Jewels and the three objects of refuge more deeply and to avoid confusing them with the symbolic jewels. Although charts are provided below to summarize the descriptions of each, thinking about the explanations of the classifications is what brings understanding.


The Sublime Continuum teaches the final and provisional objects of refuge to direct all sentient beings to the ultimate or final refuge. Those who are definite in the śrāvaka lineage regard arhatship as their final goal; they don’t seek buddhahood or believe it is necessary to attain it. The division into final and provisional objects of refuge is made to guide and encourage them to seek the final goal. This emphasizes that there is one final vehicle and that all beings will eventually enter the Mahāyāna and attain buddhahood.


The three objects of refuge are spoken of as final (ultimate) and provisional (conventional) refuges. A final object of refuge is a refuge that has completely traversed the path, and a provisional object of refuge is a refuge that has not completely traversed the path. The final refuge is the final destination we aim to attain by following the path, whereas the provisional refuge helps us to arrive there.




In this light, the final refuge is a buddha having the four buddha bodies. To review, these are: (1) the nature truth body — the emptiness and true cessation in the mindstream of a buddha, (2) the wisdom truth body — the Buddha’s omniscient mind, (3) the enjoyment body — the form a buddha appears in to guide ārya bodhisattvas in the pure lands, and (4) the emanation bodies — the forms a buddha appears in that we ordinary beings can perceive and relate to. The nature truth body and the wisdom truth body together are called “the truth body of a buddha.” The enjoyment body and emanation bodies together are called “the form body of a buddha.” A buddha with these four bodies is our final refuge, the final destination that we want to actualize on the path; there is nothing higher than this. So a buddha is both the actual Buddha Jewel as well as a final refuge, whereas an image of a buddha is not an actual Buddha Jewel, a final refuge, or even a conventional refuge; it is a symbolic Buddha Jewel (T. brdar btags pa’i sangs rgyas dkon mchog).


The realized Dharma has two aspects: true paths and true cessations. These exist only in the mindstreams of āryas who have realized emptiness directly. New bodhisattvas as well as śrāvakas and solitary realizers on the paths of accumulation and preparation of their respective vehicles have not realized emptiness directly and are not āryas. The true paths in the mindstreams of ārya learners (āryas who are not buddhas) are not final objects of refuge; they are a provisional refuge. This is because the pristine wisdom in the mindstreams of ārya learners still has a deceptive nature (T. slu wa) in the sense that it appears to them to be completely free of defilements, although it is not.8 This pristine wisdom directly realizing emptiness is currently free from the influence of pollutants of ignorance and its seeds because only emptiness appears to this mind and the dualistic appearances of true existence, veiled truths, and subject and object have vanished. However, this pristine wisdom is not completely free from the pollutants of the latencies of ignorance and still possesses defilement. There is a difference between the pristine wisdom being free of the influence of the pollutants of ignorance and its latencies, and the person being free of them. Here the pristine wisdom is free from the influence of the pollutants of ignorance and its latencies, but the person is not. After ārya learners’ meditative equipoise on emptiness, in post-meditation time the appearance of true existence arises in their minds again. For this reason, ārya learners’ pristine wisdom is not completely free from pollutants of ignorance and its latencies. It is in this sense that the true paths of ārya learners are said to be deceptive and are therefore a provisional refuge. However, the true cessations and true paths in the mindstreams of ārya buddhas are a final refuge.


Similarly, the true cessations in the mindstreams of bodhisattva āryas and śrāvaka and solitary realizer āryas (including arhats) are not the final refuge. This is because these āryas still have cognitive obscurations, even though their true cessations are the pacification of their true duḥkha and true origins. However, since buddhas are completely free from both afflictive obscurations and cognitive obscurations, the true paths and true cessations in their mindstreams are the final refuge.


The transmitted or scriptural Dharma that is made of letters, words, phrases, and sentences explains how to actualize the realized Dharma in our mindstreams. With the exception of the transmitted Dharma in the mindstream of a buddha, the rest of the transmitted Dharma is not a final or conventional refuge, nor is it an actual Dharma Jewel. It is a symbolic Dharma Jewel (T. brdar btags pa’i chos dkon mchog). The meaning of the subject matter of the scriptures in learners’ mindstreams is like a raft that takes them across the ocean of saṃsāra. Once they are on the other side and have attained awakening, the raft is no longer necessary and can be left behind. However, just because the transmitted Dharma Jewel in the mindstreams of learners is not the final refuge, that doesn’t mean that the Buddha’s word is no longer necessary or important at buddhahood. To the contrary, this is how the Buddha teaches sentient beings and guides us to liberation and awakening. The transmitted Dharma in the continuum of a buddha isn’t to be left behind.


Speaking of the final and provisional objects of refuge, the Sublime Continuum says (RGV 1.20):


Because it will be abandoned, because it bears the quality of being deceptive,


because of absence and because it is together with fear,


the two types of Dharma and the assembly of āryas


are not supreme, everlasting refuges.


“Because it will be abandoned” refers to the twelve branches of scriptures within the continuums of learners. As mentioned above, the teachings are like a raft that takes us to the other shore where we will be free from cyclic existence. After crossing, we no longer need the raft, and for this reason the teachings are not final, ultimate, or everlasting refuge. “Because it bears the quality of being deceptive” explains that the true path directly realizing emptiness in the mindstreams of ārya learners is not a final refuge because those āryas are not yet free of all obscurations. These true paths must go beyond being together with a mindstream with defilements and be in the continuum of a buddha in order to be considered nondeceptive.


“Because of absence” describes why nirvāṇa without remainder (the nirvāṇa of an arhat who has passed away from his polluted body) is a refuge, but not a final refuge: it is the absence of duḥkha and its origins, but not an absence of both obscurations. “Together with fear” indicates that all ārya learners — even the tenth-ground bodhisattvas who are so amazing — are not final refuges because they still have a fear of the cognitive obscurations. Thus all the ārya learners are a provisional refuge, not a final refuge, but they are included in the Saṅgha Jewel. An ārya buddha is a final refuge as well as a Saṅgha Jewel. The assembly of ordinary Saṅgha members is not a final or a conventional refuge, nor is it the actual Saṅgha Jewel; they are a symbolic Saṅgha Jewel (T. brdar btags pa’i dge ’dun dkon mchog).


Speaking of the Three Jewels and of the final and provisional refuges in such detail emphasizes the unique qualities of the buddhas — the total purity and clarity of their minds, the full abandonments and realizations possessed only by the fully awakened ones. Seeing this, our faith in the Buddha increases as does our determination to become a buddha ourselves.


The chart below clarifies the final and provisional objects of refuge for the Buddha, Dharma, and Saṅgha. When we compare the ultimate and conventional refuges to the definitions of the Three Jewels, we see that the Dharma Jewel in the continuum of a buddha is the final refuge, whereas the Dharma Jewel in the continuums of ārya learners of all vehicles is the provisional refuge. All these true paths and true cessations in the continuums of both ārya learners as well as buddhas are the actual Dharma Jewel that possess any of the eight excellent qualities, such as being inconceivable and so forth, but not all of them qualify as the final refuge.


The Saṅgha Jewel includes the buddhas, arhats, and ārya learners of all three vehicles. Among these, only the buddhas qualify as a final refuge, not any the others. The ārya learners, as beings who possess any of the eight excellent qualities of knowledge and liberation, are included in the Saṅgha Jewel, but they are conventional objects of refuge. Although ordinary monastics and a monastic community composed of ordinary beings are called “Saṅgha,” they are symbolic of Saṅgha Jewel and are not the final or provisional refuge.




THE FINAL AND PROVISIONAL OBJECTS OF REFUGE AND SYMBOLIC JEWELS
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The chart below reviews the ultimate and conventional refuges.


THE FINAL AND PROVISIONAL REFUGES
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The next chart combines the discussions of the Three Jewels and the objects of refuge.9




THREE JEWELS, ACTUAL AND SYMBOLIC JEWELS, AND FINAL AND PROVISIONAL REFUGES10



[image: Image]


As noted, it’s important to take refuge in the Three Jewels every day. If you have a regular daily meditation practice, do this at the beginning of your meditation session. Visualize Śākyamuni Buddha, his body made of golden light, in the space in front of you. He is surrounded by your spiritual mentors, teachers of the lineage, buddhas, meditational deities, bodhisattvas, arhats, śrāvaka and solitary-realizer āryas, ḍākas and ḍākinīs, and transcendental Dharma protectors. Visualize all sentient beings surrounding you, with everyone facing the merit field. To overcome antipathy toward people you don’t get along with or feel unsafe around, visualize them in front of you, between you and the Buddha. Feeling that you are in the presence of holy beings who are looking at you with complete acceptance and great compassion, take refuge. A verse that is commonly recited is:


I take refuge until I am awakened in the Buddhas, the Dharma, and the Saṅgha.


By the merit I create by generosity and the other perfections, may I attain buddhahood in order to benefit all sentient beings.




In Chinese Buddhism, a refuge verse that is often chanted to dedicate the merit at the conclusion of a meditation session is:


I take refuge in the Buddha; may each and every sentient being understand the Great Way [Mahāyāna] profoundly and bring forth the bodhi mind.


I take refuge in the Dharma; may each and every sentient being deeply enter the sūtra treasury and have wisdom vast as the sea.


I take refuge in the Saṅgha; may each and every sentient being form together a great assembly, one and all in harmony.


The Three Jewels according to the Vajra Vehicle


The actual meaning of “refuge” is found in highest yoga tantra with its description of how to actualize the four bodies of a buddha. This class of tantra speaks of the fundamental innate mind of clear light, the subtlest consciousness of each and every sentient being. This innate clear light mind is beginningless and endless. It came from our past lives to the present life and will continue on to buddhahood. Our coarse consciousnesses — the five sensory consciousnesses and our coarse mental consciousness beset by its profusion of thoughts — do not continue to awakening.11


When the fundamental innate mind of clear light is purified of all obscurations, it becomes the wisdom dharmakāya, and its emptiness and true cessations are the nature dharmakāya. The medium through which the wisdom dharmakāya appears to sentient beings in order to benefit them is the enjoyment body that benefits āryas in the pure land. From the enjoyment body arise the emanation bodies that interact with ordinary sentient beings.


The substantial cause for these four bodies of a buddha exists in us now — it is the fundamental innate mind of clear light and the subtlest wind that accompanies it, which by nature are empty of inherent existence. Thus the potential for full awakening exists in us now. The Sūtrayāna explanation of the substantial causes and conditions of the truth bodies and the form bodies is incomplete; it does not fully explain how the two collections of merit and wisdom become the causes for the body and mind of a buddha. Highest yoga tantra, on the other hand, contains the full explanation of this process. However, we cannot jump to the practice of highest yoga tantra immediately; we must create a firm foundation by practicing the Sūtrayāna.


In Vajrayāna, the Buddha Jewel includes all buddhas throughout the universe and all the awakened meditational deities, such as Avalokiteśvara, Mañjuśrī, Vajrapāṇi, Yamāntaka, Cakrasaṃvara, and Guhyasamāja. The Dharma Jewel includes the true cessations and true paths in the mindstreams of all āryas. Here the emphasis is on the true path being the fundamental innate clear light mind that has been transformed into the union of bliss and emptiness at that stage of actual clear light. The Saṅgha Jewel includes ārya bodhisattvas, supramundane heroes (ḍākas) and heroines (ḍākinīs), supramundane Dharma protectors such as Palden Lhamo, as well as ārya śrāvakas. Supramundane ḍākas and ḍākinīs are highly realized practitioners on the tantric path who assist practitioners by overcoming obstacles and gathering necessary conditions for their practice. Supramundane Dharma protectors are ārya bodhisattvas who appear in fierce forms in order to protect the Dharma. Worldly Dharma protectors are not included in the Three Jewels because they are saṃsāric beings.


Tantric practitioners also take refuge in the guru. It is important to understand this properly in order to avoid confusion. The guru is not a fourth object of refuge; rather, the ultimate guru is the four buddha bodies, with the emphasis being on the omniscient mind of bliss and emptiness. The ultimate guru encapsulates all three refuges. The ultimate guru’s body is the Saṅgha, speech is the Dharma, and mind is the Buddhas. The ultimate guru is not a human being, but the omniscient minds of all buddhas; it is the union of bliss and emptiness that, motivated by great compassion, is able to effortlessly and spontaneously manifest in a variety of forms to benefit sentient beings who are receptive to their influence. The ultimate guru is our actual object of refuge.


Conventional gurus are the spiritual masters who bestow tantric initiations, teachings, and instructions. We view them as embodiments of the ultimate guru, which helps make our refuge objects appear more immediate and accessible. Our Dharma practice becomes more alive when we feel that we are near the buddhas. The tantras instruct us to see our conventional gurus as buddhas, just as we practice seeing our environment as the deity’s maṇḍala and the sentient beings around us as deities.




Some practitioners make the mistake of confusing refuge in the guru with refuge in the personalities of our beloved tantric spiritual masters who are human beings. In this case, when the conventional guru passes away, these disciples feel bereft of refuge, and over time many of them may drift away from the Dharma. This is sad because their ultimate object of refuge, the ultimate guru, is always present, but they don’t recognize this. Their feelings of loss can be alleviated by continually bringing their attention back to the ultimate guru and imagining the ultimate guru manifesting as the central figure in their daily practice of guru yoga.


In tantric practice, we take refuge at the beginning of each meditation session. To do this, we visualize in the space in front of us the Buddhas, Dharma, and Saṅgha surrounding the principal deity whose practice we will do. Seeing all of them as the manifestations of the ultimate guru — the omniscient minds of all the buddhas — we take refuge.12


Below are the refuge verses from some tantric practices. The Heruka Cakrasaṃvara practice begins:




At all times I take refuge in the Buddhas, Dharma, and Saṅgha of all three vehicles, in the ḍākinīs of secret mantra yoga, in the heroes, heroines, and powerful goddesses,13 in the great beings (mahāsattvas), in bodhisattvas, and above all, at all times, I take refuge in my spiritual master.





In the Guhyasamāja practice the refuge verse is:




I take refuge continually in the sugata buddhas in whose minds abides a mental play [realization of emptiness] actualized in stages like the waxing of the stainless moon and infinite methods of pure compassion. I go for refuge continually to the holy Dharma, which, as the truth of the path, is the basis for total freedom from all misconceptions and the foundation for the excellence of the holy beings [buddhas, meditational deities, and āryas], and which, as the truth of cessation, is the very nature of emptiness, the single taste of all phenomena. I go for refuge to the host of āryas who are masters of discipline, abide on the bodhisattva stages such as the Joyous One, are endowed with the glory of bodhicitta, are incited by supreme compassion, and have become purely freed from the fetters abandoned on each stage as they progress.
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	Qualities of the Buddha, Dharma, and Saṅgha








IN THE PREVIOUS chapter, we learned how the Fundamental Vehicle, Perfection Vehicle, and Vajra Vehicle describe the Three Jewels. In this chapter, we will discuss their excellent qualities — the attributes possessed only by trustworthy and fully qualified objects of refuge. The scriptures describe many groups of qualities of the Buddha, including four kinds of self-confidence, ten powers, eighteen unique qualities, and the qualities of the Buddha’s body, speech, and mind. The Indian sages Dignāga and Dharmakīrti composed a logical argument that verifies the Buddha as a reliable spiritual guide. Although it is short, its meaning is deep.


We will then move into the Recollections of the Buddha, Dharma, and Saṅgha, a practice found in the early sūtras and in both the Pāli and Sanskrit traditions. Although it may be seen as a practice to attain serenity, it also has the result of connecting to the Three Jewels in a profound way that we can rely on in times of duress and difficulty.


From there, we will examine the distinguishing features of each jewel and the causal and resultant refuges.


The Four Kinds of Self-Confidence


In his autocommentary to the Supplement (Madhyamakāvatārabhāṣya, 6.210cd), Candrakīrti quotes a passage describing the four kinds of self-confidence (four fearlessnesses) of the Tathāgata. Gyaltsab explains these in his commentary to Maitreya’s Sublime Continuum. This passage is also present in The Greater Discourse on the Lion’s Roar (Mahāsīhanāda Sutta, MN 12.22–26) in the Pāli canon.






Sāriputta, the Tathāgata has these four kinds of self-confidence, possessing which he claims the herd-leader’s place, roars his lion’s roar in the assemblies, and sets rolling the Wheel of Brahmā.14 What are the four?


(1) Here, I see no ground on which any renunciate, brahmin, god, Māra, Brahmā or anyone else at all in the world could, in accordance with the Dhamma, accuse me thus: “While you claim full awakening, you are not fully awakened in regard to certain things.” Seeing no ground for that, I abide in safety, fearlessness, and self-confidence.


(2) I see no ground on which any renunciate . . . or anyone at all could accuse me thus: “While you claim to have destroyed the pollutants, these pollutants are not destroyed by you.” Seeing no ground for that, I abide in safety, fearlessness, and self-confidence.


(3) I see no ground on which any renunciate . . . or anyone at all could accuse me thus: “Those things you called obstructions are not able to obstruct one who engages in them.” Seeing no ground for that, I abide in safety, fearlessness, and self-confidence.


(4) I see no ground on which any renunciate . . . or anyone at all could accuse me thus: “When you teach the Dhamma to someone, it does not lead him when he practices it to the complete destruction of duḥkha.” Seeing no ground for that, I abide in safety, fearlessness, and self-confidence.





Being fearless in these four ways, the Tathāgata teaches the Dharma with perfect intrepidity and self-confidence, free from all self-doubt. First, no one can justifiably say that the Buddha knows some things but not everything. With full confidence, the Buddha is able to state that he has complete and perfect knowledge of all phenomena. This quality is attained through being generous in teaching the Dharma.


Second, no one can rightly say that while the Buddha claims to have destroyed all pollutants, he in fact has not. By means of his perfect realization of reality, he has cleansed his mind of all gross and subtle pollutants, as well as their potencies, enabling his mind to accurately reflect all that exists. This quality ensures that the Buddha’s motivation for speaking, acting, and teaching is free from greed, competition, conceit, and jealousy. This quality is attained through having abandoned conceit and arrogance.


Third, no one can with good reason say that what the Buddha states is an obstruction to awakening is not one. As related in a Pāli sūtra (MN 22), Bhikkhu Ariṭṭha believed that activities the Buddha said are obstructions — such as hedonistically indulging in sensual pleasures — do not obstruct someone who engages in them. With this mistaken thought, he encouraged people to indulge in these activities to be happy. Other monks and then the Buddha himself admonished Ariṭṭha, saying that the Buddha has repeatedly explained why sensual desire is an obstruction and that this can be verified by observing one’s own experience. The Sanskrit tradition explains this fearlessness as the Buddha’s confidence in saying that the afflictive obscurations prevent liberation and the cognitive obscurations obstruct full awakening. This quality of fearlessness comes about through not having followed wrong doctrines in the past.


Fourth, no one can correctly state that the path the Tathāgata teaches does not lead to liberation and the total elimination of duḥkha. Many of the Buddha’s disciples during his life and afterward have followed the path the Buddha taught and attained its results: liberation and awakening.


The Ornament of Clear Realizations explains that of these four proclamations, two are related to one’s own welfare (in this case, the Buddha’s welfare) and two to others’ welfare. Stating with complete self-confidence that he is fully awakened regarding all phenomena and that he has destroyed all pollutants is related to fulfilling his own welfare because these are results that the Buddha himself experiences. His fearless proclamations that he correctly identifies obstructions on the path and that the Dharma he teaches definitely leads to nirvāṇa when practiced correctly are qualities by which the Buddha benefits others and thus are known as fulfilling others’ welfare.


The Ten Powers of the Tathāgata


The ten powers (daśa bala, dasa bala) are exceptional knowledges unique to the Buddha that enable him to perform the special functions of a buddha, such as to “roar his lion’s roar” of full awakening and to establish the Buddha’s teaching in the world, teach sentient beings skillfully, and lead them to awakening. These ten are pristine wisdoms that have abandoned all obscurations and know the infinite knowable objects. The ten are found in the Sanskrit Sūtra on the Ten Grounds (Daśabhūmika Sūtra) and are explained in the Sublime Continuum. They are also found in the Pāli sūtra The Greater Discourse on the Lion’s Roar (Mahāsīhanāda Sutta, MN 12) and are explained in the Pāli Abhidharma Book of Analysis (Vibhaṅga). The numbered extracts below are from the Pāli sūtra. In general, unless otherwise noted, the explanations accord with both the Sanskrit and Pāli traditions.




(1) The Tathāgata understands as it actually is the possible as possible and the impossible as impossible.





The Buddha knows with direct, unmistaken perception the appropriate and inappropriate relations between actions and their results. For example, he knows that happiness arises only from constructive actions, never from destructive ones, and that harmful actions lead to duḥkha, never happiness. This quality is a result of the Buddha’s having generated bodhicitta and purely kept the bodhisattva ethical code in his previous lives.


The Book of Analysis in the Pāli canon gives more examples of what the Buddha knows through this power, such as: It is impossible for someone with right view to consider the conditioned phenomena of saṃsāra as permanent, pleasurable, and self, although it is possible for someone who lacks right view to consider them in this way. It is impossible for someone with definite right view — an ārya — to commit any of the five heinous actions of killing one’s mother, father, an arhat, causing the Tathāgata to bleed, or causing a schism in the Saṅgha. However, it is possible for someone without right view to do these actions. It is impossible for an ārya to relinquish his or her refuge in the Buddha and follow a non-Buddhist teacher. Although disciples can understand these depending on guidance given by the Buddha, it is the Buddha who discovered these truths and knows them directly. Because he understands these natural laws, he is the perfectly Awakened One.




(2) The Tathāgata understands as it actually is the results of actions undertaken, past, future, and present, with possibilities and with causes.







Only the Buddha fully and accurately knows the intricacies of karma and its results. Having penetrated the law of karma and its effects with wisdom, he knows that each sentient being must experience the results of their actions. The Buddha understands the various types of karma — virtuous, nonvirtuous, neutral, propelling, completing, polluted, unpolluted, and so forth — and sees each and every coarse and subtle cause leading to a particular event in the beginningless lives of each sentient being.




(3) The Tathāgata understands as it actually is the ways leading to all destinations (gati).





“Destination” refers to the various types of rebirth sentient beings may take — as hell beings, hungry ghosts, animals, human beings, and devas15 — and to the destination of nirvāṇa for the liberated ones. The Buddha also knows the paths leading to each type of rebirth — some are polluted virtuous paths that lead to fortunate rebirths; others are nonvirtuous and ripen in rebirth in unfortunate realms. Having cultivated the practices and paths of the three vehicles — śrāvaka, solitary realizer, and bodhisattva — the Buddha knows the correct paths leading to nirvāṇa and full awakening and can identify the incorrect paths that lead to continued rebirth in saṃsāra.




(4) The Tathāgata understands as it actually is the world with its many and different elements (dhātu).





In the Sutta of the Many Kinds of Elements (Bahudhātuka Sutta, MN 115), the Buddha demonstrates his knowledge of the eighteen constituents (dhātu), the six elements (dhātu) — earth, water, fire, air, space, and consciousness — the external and internal sense sources, the twenty-two faculties (indriya),16 the twelve links of dependent origination, and so on. The Buddha does not accept the superficial appearance of things as monolithic wholes, but with wisdom discerns them as impermanent, conditioned, and dependent processes. With knowledge of all these elements, the Buddha is able to teach in accordance with the faculties and abilities of the sentient beings he is addressing.




(5) The Tathāgata understands as it actually is how beings have different inclinations (adhimokṣa, adhimokkha).







Sentient beings have various inferior and superior inclinations and interests. Inferior inclinations and interests involve aspirations for this life; superior inclinations and interests direct us toward liberation and awakening. Some are virtuous; others are nonvirtuous or neutral. Knowing others’ minds with their diverse tendencies, the Buddha spoke to farmers, outcasts, merchants, and nobility, making the Dharma relevant to each person according to his or her way of thinking. The sūtras relate accounts of hostile brahmins or argumentative renunciates meeting the Buddha, who quickly allayed their antipathy and explained the Dharma to them in a way they could understand and accept. Many of these people then become the Buddha’s followers.


The Sanskrit tradition adds that the Buddha also knows the inclinations of sentient beings that attract them to the three vehicles. By comprehending these, he is able to guide sentient beings accordingly, teaching whatever is suitable to each individual at a particular time so he or she will develop spiritually. This power is also called the “power that knows the paths that proceed everywhere,” because it knows what is needed to attain upper rebirth and the goals of the three vehicles.




(6) The Tathāgata understands as it actually is the disposition of the faculties of other beings.





The Buddha can look deep within each person’s mind and know the strength of their faculties of faith, effort, mindfulness, concentration, and wisdom. For people whose faculty of faith is more prominent, the Buddha leads them through devotional means to accomplish the path. Other people are more energetic and enterprising, some people are very mindful, and others are naturally calm because their faculty of concentration is strong. Those with a more developed faculty of wisdom enjoy questioning and investigating. The Buddha teaches each type of person accordingly. In the end, all of us need to balance the five faculties, and when we are ripe to do that, the Buddha will show us the way.




(7) The Tathāgata understands as it actually is the defilement, cleansing, and emergence in regard to the meditative stabilizations, liberations, concentrations, and meditative absorptions.







In this context, defilement (saṃkleśa, saṃkilesa) refers to those impediments that hinder a meditator from entering any of the meditative absorptions or, once having entered, make them deteriorate. Cleansing (vyavadāna, vodāna) is the method for removing that impediment. Emergence (P. vuṭṭhāna) is the way to come out of a state of meditative absorption after having entered it.


The eight liberations (vimokṣa, vimokkha) are states of meditative absorption. The nine serial absorptions (samāpatti) are the four dhyānas, the four formless absorptions, and the cessation of discrimination and feeling.17 Because the Buddha has mastered all of these meditative attainments himself, he can guide others who seek them or who have attained them. He teaches the way to actualize these meditative attainments, and he urges practitioners who have the tendency to become attached to the bliss of concentration to continue practicing the path of compassion and wisdom.


In the Sanskrit tradition, this power is the Tathāgata’s power that knows the thoroughly afflicted — attachment to the meditative absorptions and liberations — and the completely pure — the freedom from this attachment.




(8) The Tathāgata recollects his manifold past lives — that is, one birth, two births, three births, four births, five births, ten births, twenty births, thirty births, forty births, fifty births, a hundred births, a thousand births, a hundred thousand births, many eons of world-contraction, many eons of world-expansion, many eons of world-contraction and expansion: “There I was so named, of such a clan, with such an appearance, such was my nutriment, such my experience of pleasure and pain, such my lifespan; and passing away from there, I reappeared elsewhere; and there too I was so named, of such a clan, with such an appearance, such was my nutriments, such my experience of pleasure and pain, such my lifespan; and passing away from there, I reappeared here.” Thus with their aspects and particulars he recollects his manifold past lives.





This and the next power are the last two of the five superknowledges and the first two of the three higher knowledges that the Buddha gained while meditating during the night prior to his awakening. Recollecting his own previous rebirths, he understands what types of relationships he had with various sentient beings in the past and consequently how he could benefit them in this life. The Sanskrit tradition adds that the Buddha knows the previous lives of all other beings as well.




(9) With the divine eye, which is purified and surpasses the human, the Tathāgata sees beings passing away and reappearing, inferior and superior, fair and ugly, fortunate and unfortunate. He understands how beings pass on according to their actions thus: “These worthy beings who were ill-conducted in body, speech, and mind, revilers of ariyas, wrong in their views, giving effect to wrong view in their actions — on the dissolution of the body, after death, have reappeared in a state of deprivation, in a bad destination, in perdition, even in hell. But these worthy beings who were well-conducted in body, speech, and mind, not revilers of ariyas, right in their views, giving effect to right view in their actions — on the dissolution of the body, after death, have reappeared in a good destination, even in the heavenly world.”
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