Handout for Class 6
A Teaching on Refuge

Taken from a transcript of a teaching given by Ven. Khenpo Karthar Rinpoche in April 1990 at KTD.

The purpose of taking refugeisto experience enlightenment, becausewewould al liketo berid of our
confusion, neuroses, and errors. Thereisnot asingle being who actually wantsto bein confusion.

Since experiencing enlightenment isour god, thefirst source of refugeisthe Buddha. Taking refugein
the Buddhameansthat our purposeisto achievethe experience of perfect enlightenment, just ashedid.
We should understand that the Buddhadid not achieve enlightenment overnight—hehad to follow the
path. Hewasoriginaly an ordinary being, yet by following the path with diligenceand enthusasmand a
sense of tremendousjoy, heattained what iscalled SANGY E in Tibetan: Buddhahood.
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In order to achieve enlightenment, we haveto follow the path. The path toward enlightenment iscalled
Dharma, so the second source of refugeisthe Dharma. Dharmaredirectsusfrom what isnegativeto
that whichispositive, from the mistaken to the correct. Dharmaisalso healing—it heal sthewounds of
themind. It healsour physical senses. Since Dharmaisthe path, we need to takerefugein Dharmato
accomplish Buddhahood.

Asmuch aswewouldal liketo correct ourselvesand to befreefrom all confusion and suffering and to
experience enlightenment, without the Sangha, which meanscommunity, such amethod asthe path of
Dharmamight not beavailablein our time. It isbecause of the devotion of the Sanghathat the path
taught by Buddhahasbeen passed down from teacher to student, and istill availableinour time.
Althoughwewant to achieve the perfection of enlightenment, wewill have noideahow to beginif we
do not first depend on the Sangha.

Sanghamembersconsist of thosewho aretrained in the Dharmaand have practiced and perfected
someredlization of the Dharma. Having that redlization, they arein apositionto guide the new student
onthe path with their knowledge of Dharma. Sincetherealized Sanghaassistsin our path toward the
perfection of our goal, thisisour third source of refuge. Asbeginners, we need to depend on the
Sangha.
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Understanding the three objects of refuge— Buddha, Dharmaand Sangha— we al so need to know
that there arethree ways of taking refuge, which arebased on our intentions. Thefirst way istaking
refugewith amundane or worldly aspiration. It isvery common al over theworld for peopleto take
refuge with theintention of experiencing happiness, success, famein thislifetime, or abetter birthinthe
next lifetime. Because of lack of information or knowledge of the Dharma, these people do not know
how to direct themsealvestoward enlightenment itself. Not knowing this, they set thegoa of temporary
happinessinthislifeand abetter lifeintheir next birth. The objects of refuge are the same: the Buddha,
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the Dharma, and the Sangha, and it ispossible that these sorts of temporary goalsfor thisand the next
lifecould befulfilled. However, these peoplewill not be separated from the cause of suffering, sincethey
have not aspired to go beyond samsara. They haveamed for success, good thingsinthislife, anda
better birth, but they arestill within samsara, whichisacondition to experience great suffering.

Anexampleof theimportance of our goal isthis: Anarrow or abullet hasthe power to goalong
distance, but if weaim thebow or gun at theground right infront of us, it will only go ashort distance. It
isnot thefault of the bullet or arrow, but of our aim. When thereisthe preoccupation with personal
well-beinginthislifeand abetter birthinthenext life, these benefitsmay be obtained, but enlightenment
will not. Itisessential that wetake refugewith such knowledge of theimportance of intention, because
obtaining refuge, aswell asfollowing the path to the accomplishment of enlightenment, isbased on our
state of mind.
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In the second way of taking refuge, we have asense of the nature of samsara. We understand that
samsaraisachoicelessstate and that everything in therelativeworld, including our physical bodies, our
friends, and our possess onsissubject to impermanence. Although wewould liketo see everything as
permanent, including the youthfulness of our physical bodies, impermanence cregpsup onusgradually.
Asmuchaswetry toavoidit, wecannot totally separate oursel vesfromthis. Similarly, asmuch aswe
would liketo befriendswith thosewho are closeto us, sometimesfriendshipsend. Everything onthe
earthisimpermanent. Seeing thisimpermanence, we seethat what impermanenceleavesuswithismore
suffering. Wefed suffering when we seethe deterioration of our bodies, thingsaround us, and things
everywhereintheuniverse.

Knowing the nature of samsaraand with asense of the possibility of the state of nirvana, the second
form of taking refugeisto do so with theintention of liberating oursalvesfromimpermanenceand
suffering. The objectsof refuge are again the same: the Buddha, Dharma, and Sangha. Compared to the
first way of taking refuge, thisgoal ismuch superior because at |east thereisthe knowledge of working
toward enlightenment. Still, itisnot the best god , becauseit isquite salfish. The practitioner hasseen
suffering and experienced impermanence, and thereforewantsliberation for hisor her self done. Thisis
known asthelesser vehicletradition of taking refuge. Itiscalled thelesser vehicle becausetheintention
toreachliberationisonly for theindividual taking refuge. Taking refugein thisway hasto dowith the
influence of the attitudes of those we associate with on the path. Friends—those with whom we associ-
ate—arevery important, sincethey haveagreat deal of influence on our motivation.
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Thethird attitudein recelving refugeis considered the proper way of receiving refugein accordancewith
theparticular tradition wearefollowing, themahayana(“ maha’ meansgreater). With thisattitude, we
need to learn to overcomethe selfish motive of achieving enlightenment for oursel vesa one and become
quitecourageous.
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If we associ ate with the mahayana Sanghaand are surrounded by the mahayanaoutlook, we may
develop this courage. Those with the mahayanaoutlook are more courageous becausethey do not
grivetoward enlightenment for themsel vesa one, but toward the enlightenment of al living beings.
Therefore, weasolearnto accept othersand al living beings on the path toward liberation.

*
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Thequalitiesthat make usaproper recipient and practitioner of the mahayanateachingsare, first, self-
confidenceor courage and second, wisdom. The courage or self-confidenceisbased on understanding
that every living being isexperiencing suffering. Whatever sufferingwe havegonethroughinthepast,
tolerableor intolerable, and whatever suffering we are going through now, al living beingssuffer inthe
sameway. They may not be experiencing exactly the samekind of pain, but they are lwaysexperienc-
ing suffering and unfavorable conditions. All beings, indulging ourselves, try to avoid such painand its
causesbut, sincewe arelacking inwisdom and are subject to confusion, westill alwaysend up experi-
encing suffering. Thisis proof that whatever approach weand other beingshave used inthe past isnot
the ultimate or proper method.

Knowing that, weshouldincludeall living beingsin our aspiration toward liberation, not just ourselves.
Contemplatethat all theseliving beings, throughtheir confusion, believethey areintheproper pathto
happinessbut, asaresult of the confusion, they arenot. By really understanding that everyone has
suffering and confusion and istrying to overcomethose problems, but that all the methodsthey have
used have not brought them liberation, we devel op the experience of limitlesscompassion. Fromthis
compassion comesthe possibility of having the courageto guideall beings— not oneor two, but all —
to enlightenment. We should work to devel op thiscompassion and courage.
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Having devel oped that strong compassion, the next aspect i sthe cultivation of wisdom. Wisdomin-
volvestheawarenessthat giving living beingstemporary happinessisnot redlly thesolutionto their
problem. Although it isvery important to providewhatever happinesswe canfor beings, including
ourselves, working toward just atemporary benefitisnot really asolution. Thereforewe must develop
aspiration for theenlightenment of dl living beings, whichisthe union of compassonandwisdom. This
union of compass on and wisdom makes us mahayanapractitioners.

Theunion of compass on and wisdom enables usto experiencethe burning avay of our own confusion
and obscuration much faster. In the absence of such confusion, realization or development takesbirth.
Thisrelatesto the second syllable of SANGY E (the Tibetan word for Buddhahood), GY E, whichrefers
to development of wisdom. Thereason the union of compass on and wisdom leadsmorerapidly to
enlightenment issimilar totheway abirdflies. It canfly with twowings, but not with one. Smilarly, the
union of compass on and wisdom enablesusto“fly” toward enlightenment. Since we have motivated
ourselvesto reach enlightenment to benefit and liberate beings, we continueto bring about thisbenefitin
accordancewith our goal, and our capacity to benefit beingsunfoldsimmeasurably.
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The possihility of working inthe proper way toward enlightenment—motivating oursel vesin accordance
with the mahayanaview—istaught to usby our mahayanaspiritual friend. Asl said, theinfluence, or
association, isimportant, and spiritua friendsare quite helpful. Thereare also those who, without having
to betaught, are naturaly filled with compass on—not for themselves, but compassiontoward al living
beings. That isan evidencethat thisparticular individual haspracticedinthepreviouslife. Hisor her
obscurationsor delusion of mind arelessthick. It doesnot mean there are no obscurations, but there
arefewer. Asaresult of this, these people experience natural compassion toward al beingswithout
being taught. Therefore, we must genuinely rgjoiceif we have natural compassontowardal living

beings.

All the countless enlightened beings of the past achieved enlightenment through thisunion of compassion
and wisdom. All the countless enlightened beings of the present achieved that |evel through the union of
compass on and wisdom. All future enlightenment must be achieved through the union of compassion
and wisdom. Compassion and wisdom are also referred to as skillful meansand primordial wisdomin
the Dharmateachings. The skillfulnessinvolved isthe union of compassion and wisdom aswe have
discussed. That unionisvery important inour livesfor the possibility of futureenlightenment.
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| nstructions concerning taking refuge are given beforethe ceremony itself, since having the proper
mental attitude during the ceremony isessentid for obtaining therefugetransmission. At thetime of the
ceremony, thereisrealy not much to do. You ssmply sit, repeat the Tibetan words, and you recelvethe
refuge. If you do not know what you are doing, why you aredoing it, and what state of mind you should
have, then you aresmply sitting and repeating an unknown language. Sinceit isimportant not only to
repeat thewords but to know what you are repeating and what state of mind you should have, | have
giventhisingruction.

If someone participatesin therefuge ceremony without any knowledge of refuge, and without even
knowing thewordsthey arerepeating, it would be like abucket with holesinit. No matter what you put
in, it runsout through the holes. If aperson has some knowledge of refuge but isnot aspiring toward
enlightenment, and if they takerefugewith agoa of happinessand prosperity of thisand the next life,
then they will haverefuge, but they will be unableto reach enlightenment because they have not aspired
to enlightenment. To enable you to be aperfect recipient of therefugevow, | have given acomplete
explanation of the objectsof refuge, and what state of mind you need to have. Particularly, itisimpor-
tant to taketheattitude of including al living beingswith asense of compassion, and wanting to guide
themto liberation. Thismakesyou avery proper vessel, onewithout any holesat all. Whenyou area
proper vessdl, evenif what you are putting inisasmall amount, adding it to the container drop by drop
every day, itispossibleeventudly tofill it up. Youarenot lacking agod. Therefore, | havegiventhese
instructions. In order to becomeaproper vessel to move toward enlightenment, refugeisessential.

*
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Itisthenature of every living being, whether big or small, important or unimportant, to strivefor happi-
ness. Westrive, not only atemporary happiness, but apermanent well-being of body and mind. That is
not just thegoa of human beings; itisvery muchthegoa of every sentient being. We must understand
thefact that we all aim toward thisone particular purpose.

Asl haveexplained, although theaim of beingsisto have happiness, because of their confusion, they do
not know how to obtain that happinessand how to avoid the cause of suffering. With that blindnessor
confusion, although every oneof us(including humans, animals, birds, and soforth) hastheam of
happiness, weend up with suffering.

In the hope of that happiness, we are so preoccupied for our personal well-being that wefail to seethe
needsof other sentient beings. Asaresult of this preoccupation, no matter how hard wework to
provide happinessfor ourselves, we awaysrun into suffering. We are so confused that wereally do not
know the proper ways of obtaining happiness, and it seemsthat whatever we do to obtain happiness
actualy leadsusfurther into the depths of suffering, pain, or frustration. Thequestionis, what led usinto
such aconfused state of mind?

*
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Therearetwo explanationsfor why we experiencethisconfusionthat leadsusinto suffering. Thefirstis
that the habitua patternsof confusionwehavebuilt upinthepreviouslifecontinueinthislife, because
habitual patternsarevery strong. These patternswe have built arevery difficult to overcome unlesswe
gothrough aparticular training. Not having overcomethem, we experience the continuation of the
confusion of habitual patterns, which leadsusfurther into the depths of confusion.

The second reason we experience so much confusion and fail to seethetruth isthat our associates, the

influencesaround us, are a so confused beings. When we are dealing with al the confused beings, along
with having our own confused patternsfrom the past life, thesefactorsin combination strongly influence
usto engagein confusion rather than to come out of confusion.

*
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A further example of how we have been confused in theseways may be given by speaking about past
habitua patterns. Withthe confusoninthe past life, we have engaged in dl sortsof harmful activities
whichlead to the accumulation of negativekarma. Asaresult of that negative karmic accumulation, we
experienceinferior birth. Therearemany inferior births, but the onewith whichwearemost familiar
(athoughthereare somethat areeven moreinferior) istheanimal realm. An animal’ sknowledgeand
human knowledgeare very different. An animal’scapacity tolearnisvery limited. | am not saying that an
animal cannot learn, but their capacity to learnisvery limited in comparisonto that of human beings.
That isone example of the outcome of engaging in negative activitieswith the confused state of mind.

A second exampl e concernsour friendsand associates. Weall know that the United Statesisavery
civilized country and well devel oped intechnol ogy. People herearewell educated in technical matters.
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But no oneisborn fully informed about technol ogy, so why areAmericansso well informed about this?
Itisbecauseyour environment isfilled with technology. Since your environment isfilled with technol ogy,
technology becomesquitefamiliar to you, and you learn about it without much effort. Similarly, al the
world knowsthat Americaiswell civilized, but itisvery rareto hear of enlightened beingscoming from
thiscountry. Why havewe not heard of American enlightened beings? It isnot that you do not havethe
potentia for enlightenment, but rather that you have not had thefriends or environment of enlightened
beingswhere you might learn and becomefamiliar with the path. Because of thelack of such enlightened
society, so to speak, until now Americaisnot well known for enlightenment.

Despitethefact that Americaisnot well known for enlightened beings, you might ask why so many
peoplehereare currently interested in the path to enlightenment. It isvery obviousthat al of you, and al
peoplewho areinterested in such apath, were connected to that path in apreviouslife. Asaresult of
that connectioninapreviouslife, thereisstill awarmth, aninterest, drawing you toward aparticul ar
subject inthislifetime. Therefore, athough the subject of Buddhism hasnot been widespread inthe
United States, you areintrigued with it and areinterested intaking therefuge vow. | fedl itisvery certain
that you are completing ajourney that you have connected with inapast life. It isvery fortunateto be
ableto connect with whatever you beganin apreviouslife, in order to continueit inthislifeand hope-
fully tofulfill it. Becauseitisavery fortunateevent, | thank you al very sincerely for your interest.
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Theactua processof refugeisbased on your state of mind or mental attitude. When you arereceiving
therefuge vow, thefeding of joy and acceptance must betherein your mind asaparticipant. If you lack
that feeling of joy and acceptance of therefuge, then thevow cannot befully obtained, becausethereis
blockage or regjection. You also need to redlize the reason you must have thefeeling of joy isthat such
an opportunity to have arefuge vow—the unbroken transmission of thisvow—isvery rare, and that this
very rare, preciousthing that enablesyou to continueyour past connectioninthispresent lifeisbeing
made availableto you. When you find something that isvery rare and precious, naturally you are happy
andjoyous. You are not only happy andjoyous, but with the transmission that you are getting, youtry to
be more accepting and appreciative. That feeling or attitudeis essential whiletaking therefugevow.

The proper attitudeintaking refuge can beexplained inthree parts. | an giving such classifications
based on knowing that many of you are not compl etely new inthe Dharma, and you are not yet enlight-
ened beingseither. Becauseyou arein between, so to speak, you arewel | prepared to understand these
threepoints.
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Thefirst point isacceptance—you must havetrust. Thistrust also hasthreeclassifications. Thefirstis
clear, opentrust. Clear, opentrust isbased on theknowledge that the possibility of receiving thevow in
anunbrokentransmissionisvery rare. Becauseitisan unbroken transmission, itisvery preciousaswell.
Therefore, you havegratitudetoward the master whoisproviding thisrefugeand fedl very fortunate.
That feeling of being fortunateisthe opentrust, or clear trust.
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The second aspect isthetrust of desire, or longing trust. Longing trust isbased on knowing that not only
do you want to obtain the refuge, but your goal isto practice. You want to accomplish and perfect the
path. That wholeaimin obtaining therefugeislonging, or desireto perfect yourself. You haveadesireto
eliminateall your confus on, mistakes, and obscurationsand devel op the qualities of wisdom and
enlightenment; thisislonging trust.

Findly, thereisbelieving trust. Believing trust isdefined in thisway: you want to perfect enlightenment,
eliminating the obscuration or confusion of themind, but to do so, you haveto have knowledgeto trust
thetradition. Totrust that tradition, you learn and understand that all the enlightened beingsinthepastin
Indiaandin Tibet have practiced thisparticul ar tradition. Practicing thistradition, they reached what is
known asthemahasiddhalevel, theaccomplishment of enlightenment. The point hereisthat al the
uncountabl e enlightened beingsthat wetalk about (of Indiaor Tibet) have practiced thisparticular path
and reached itsgod . Therefore, you haveatrust inthe path, atrust inthe practiceitself. It hasnot only
been givento you—it hasbeen widely practiced. Therefore, thelast typeor trust isbelievingin the path,
thepracticeitself. Developing thesethreekindsof trust isessential.
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The second main point isunderstanding that enlightenment belongsto no particular culture, kind of
individua, or gender. Therefore, itisquiteamistaken view to think that enlightenment isonly possible
for Asan people. Itisalso amistaken view to think that enlightenment isonly possiblefor men. Aslong
asanindividual hasthe capacity to understand, that individual , whether from the West or East, male or
fema e, hasthe capacity for enlightenment. Every individual, regardlessof which culturethey belongto,
hasdifferent levelsor strengths of neurosisdepending upontheir individua personality, so someof us
havevery strong neurosesand while othersare weaker in aparticular neurotic pattern. Similarly, based
onindividua effort, some people can achieve enlightenment faster with proper effort, and someof us
maly not progress so quickly, becausewe are not putting our effort properly into the path. Thegoal of
those on the pathisto attain enlightenment. To actually accomplish this, thefirst thingweneedtodois
tolay the proper foundation, and taking refugeisindeed the step that |aysthe foundation.

Tofurther cultivatethe path of enlightenment, we need to meet all the proper conditions, such ashaving
the proper spiritual master who guidesusinthe proper way of practicing.

Seeking refugeisnot new. Beings have often sought refugein the past aswell asat present, but they
sought refugein various unenlightened obj ects, such asmountains, trees, rocks, rivers, or oceans. Many
peopl e have looked to these objectsfor arefuge, thinking that these thingscould provideit. Aspart of
nature, they could provide natural energy, but becausethey aresmply part of nature, they could not
provideenlightenment. It takesan enlightened being to provide enlightenment, and sincethe proper
guidancewith aspiritud master whoisfully trained inthe path of enlightenment isnecessary, meeting
such apersonisessential tofurther cultivatethe aspiration of walking the path and reaching itsgoal.

X4

X/



HANDOUT FOR CLASS 6: ATEACHING ON REFUGE 8

Thenyou might ask, from who should we seek refuge? Theanswer is: seek refugein Buddha, the
enlightened being. You may or may not have heard the definition of Buddhahood. In English, thenotion
of enlightenment sometimes means s mply understanding something you have not understood before. We
might say, “1 wasenlightened by thisor that explanation or information.” Thisdoesnot convey the
meaning of the Tibetan term SANGY E, which meansboth Buddhahood and Buddha. Thetwo syllables
of SANGY E each haveameaning. SANG meanseimination or absence. What isbeing eliminated, or
what isabsent here, isevery neurosis, menta affliction, confusion—all the negative patterns. The second
gyllable, GY E, means* blossomed” or “fully developed.” Intheabsenceof al confusion and mental
obscuration, what devel opsisthe mind’ spotential sand qualities, such aswisdom and knowledge.

| sthe devel opment of these qualitiestemporary?No, it ispermanent. Onceyou haveeiminated al
obscuration and fully experienced or redlized your own mind’ squdities, you areafully enlightened
being. That iswhat ismeant by SANGY E. It doesnot just mean the historical Buddhaof our time
(Shakyamuni). SANGY E meanstheeimination of faults, confusion, and thefull devel opment of wisdom
qualities—whichisto say, Buddhahood.
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Therefugevow laysthefoundation for al of our spiritua growth aswe progresstoward enlightenment.
That foundationis made possible through the proper menta state or attitude coinciding withthetrans-
mission. Also, agesture of devotiontoward that possibility isanimportant factor intaking refuge.
Traditionally, people make offerings such asbutter lamps, incense, or aflower asagesture of devotion
andjoy inrecelving thevow. Itisgood to make such offerings, becauseit brings about the accumul ation
of merit, andisan expression of devotion, whichisnecessary in receiving refuge. However, if you do
not want to do this, thereisnoobligation at all.

Despitethe obligationsand demands on our timethat weall have, you havetakenthetimeand devel-
oped theintention tolearn about and understand the process of taking refuge. Developing theintention
totakerefugeisavery virtuousaction, so | wouldliketo thank all of you from the bottom of my heart
for your interest.



