When prompted whether we are Buddhist or not,
some of us will immediately reply with affirmation.
However, whether we are Buddhists or not rests on
the simple fact of whether we have taken refuge in
the Three Jewels or not. If we indeed believe in the
teachings of the Buddha, then we need to take the
refuge vows as well.

WA NSRS S OEGE - AL AGIERE
Sy E B BE o 2R > A — PR RRE S I
1 H AR PhAGE - AU BTG S i =
o AURBAZE EBRAEONE > A0 BN 2028
EZFRAKE o

Without taking the refuge vows, all of our
Buddhist studies will not yield the result of
Enlightenment. We should take refuge vows be-
fore taking on the studies of Buddhist philosophies
and practices. Only then will our Vajrayana and
Mahayana Buddhist practices result in true
benefits.
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We take refuge in the Three Jewels: the
Buddha, the Dharma and the Sangha.
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The Buddha is an enlightened being.
We all want to reach enlightenment--
our ultimate goal is to attain Buddha-
hood. So the Buddha can be compared
to a temple, for example. Our goal is
to reach this destination, the temple.
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The Dharma is the Sutra. All of the Buddha’s
teachings as recorded in the scriptures. Dharma

is the path we take, just like a road to the temple.
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The Sangha could be our Guru, an ordained
monk, or any member of the monastic
community. They are our guides on this path to
reach our destination.
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This is why we take refuge in the Three Jewels.
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There are commitments which we must keep after
taking refuge in the Three Jewels.
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When we take refuge in the Buddha, we commit
to follow the Buddha’s teachings. This means we
neither perform idol worshipping of any deities
outside of Buddhism, nor do we follow teachings
of any other beliefs.
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When we take refuge in the Dharma, we

commit to treasure all forms and resemblances of
the Buddha’s teachings. This means we must
never step on or walk over a Buddhist text. Itis
said in the Sutras even when an ignorant

animal unwillingly steps over a ripped letter from
a Sutra’s page, this will become the cause to a
rebirth in the lower realms. So we must place
Sutras in a high (above navel) and clean storage.
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When we take refuge in the Sangha, we commit
to respect every monk. Casual handshakes with a
monk, touching of a monk’s shoulders or head,
especially close contacts from the opposite sex are
all inappropriate interactions. During an
encounter with a monk, a simple cordial greeting
with folded hands and a light bow is enough. Or
a simple greeting of, “Namo Amitabha,” would
be excellent. We should also not attempt to be a
judge of whether a monk has good or bad qualities.
The symbolism bore by a monk’s maroon robe is
enough to warrant our respect towards them, we
need not think past that.
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It is common practice for Tibetans and Chinese
followers to frequent a temple and offer incense
and lamps. In exchange, they will often pray for
a prosperous business, for fame, popularity or
to become better than someone else. These are
all fine aspirations, but no matter what Dharma
activity we perform there should be two steps
preceding them.
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First, we should be thinking of the Three
Jewels. We must first take refuge in the Buddha,
the Dharma and the Sangha.
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The second step preceding our Dharma activities
is a pure intention or Bodhicitta. When we
prostrate three times before the Buddha’s

statue we should think, “with this offering of
prostration, may all sentient beings be brought to
Buddhahood.” Arousing Bodhicitta is to think
you are representing all sentient beings at every
protration, every incense offering, etc. Every
Dharma activity you pursue is for the sake of all
sentient being’s enlightenment.
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You may wonder, “I am the one who seeks
enlightenment, why am I dragging all others into
it?” This is because in Vajrayana practices we
believe we have gone through countless lifetimes.

In countless lives we have made connections with
countless beings. In the grand scheme, every
being has acted as our father or mother in some
past lifetime.
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In observing our mothers in this life, we can
easily recount how much care and attention they
have provided us since birth. Every sentient
being, too, in the past has shown us such
kindness. This is why we must always bear them
in our minds and arouse the aspiration of
Bodhicitta.
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