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It is a profound undertaking to take Refuge and then to diligently practice Refuge.  Taking Refuge is definitely the very beginning of Vajrayana Buddhism.  In particular it is the laying of the foundation of the Vajrayana Path.  The Vajrayana Path is a complete path that develops all of the qualities needed to reach full enlightenment.  There is no doubt about that.  The Refuge practice recognizes and develops the Buddha qualities that are naturally within us.  Those qualities are wrapped up in, and taught, as the Three Jewels; the Buddha, the Dharma and the Sangha.  If we truly learn about these Three Jewels, we will develop faith in them.  If we are unable to develop faith in the Three Jewels, we will have no real object for our mind to follow because there is no real object to our Buddhist practice.  


Those that genuinely take Refuge, and genuinely practice taking Refuge, soon recognize the Buddha’s qualities, the Dharma’s qualities, and the Sangha’s qualities.  That recognition is how faith in the Three Jewels develops within us.  When we have this faith, we have completed our connection to our lineage, and we will begin to receive the helping blessings of our Lineage.   Faith in the Three Jewels is the key to our progress on the path of Enlightenment.  


In the view of Vajrayana Buddhism, genuinely traveling the path of Enlightenment is to neither seek Nirvana nor desire to abandon Samsara.  The Vajrayana view is to have the motivation of doing our practice and living our life for the benefit of all sentient beings.  This view is called the Bodhicitta Mind, the Mind of Enlightenment.  This view, and the practice of it, is primary for the realization of Enlightenment.  


Having self-centered motivations of either reaching a Parinirvana or of having Emptiness Realizations will work to some extent, but those motivations are working to escape Samsara and gain Nirvana.  When we live our life with these motivations, we are living and working for primarily benefiting ourselves and not all sentient beings.  It is important to know that the essence of Vajrayana Buddhism practice is to purify ourself of selfishness and turn our full attention to helping others.  There is no question that the practitioners of Buddhism who have the lesser motivation of seeking Nirvana and abandoning Samsara can have some success, but that success is only temporary.  After death, those who have followed the lesser motivations go to a place from which they will eventually have to awaken and come back to Samsara, such as one of the Formless Realms..  From actual experience, the Buddhas and the Bodhisattvas tell us that there are two different ways that this type of practitioner is awakened, and they most definitely must return to Samsara so that they can progress on to full Enlightenment.                              


The first way that this type of practitioner is awakened is if they have had the experience of using a particular Mantra, such as Om Mani Padme Hum, or any other Mantra.  When they hear the sound of others repeating the Mantra, they will awaken.  Recognizing the sound of the Mantra, they will instinctively know that they have more development work yet to do, and they will again take birth and return to Samsara.  Samsara is where the human body is available, and only the human body has the technology and ability to work toward full Enlightenment.  Others, depending on the particular level of Samadhi they have attained, think that they have become fully enlightened and have reached their full potential.  When this is the situation, after a period of time, a Buddha will appear to them and call them awake.  The Buddha will explain that they are not yet fully enlightened, and they must again take birth in Samsara and work on developing the altruistic Bodhicitta Mind, the Mind of Enlightenment.     

There is a complete visualization that we run through our mind when we do the Refuge practice.  We imagine a great tree with a strong trunk and many strong branches.  Now I will describe the Refuge Tree, which we visualize for the Refuge practice of our Karma Kagyu lineage.  In the Karma Kagyu lineage, Dorje Chang is the object of the Refuge Practice.  The Refuge Tree is Dorje Chang’s Refuge. Tree and it has five branches.  In the center of the Tree is a large figure of Dorje Chang.  Consider Dorje Chang to be inseparable from our own root guru.  Above Dorje Chang are the great Masters of the Mahamudra lineage: the first Karmapa, Gampopa, Milarepa, Marpa, Maitripa, Shawari, Saraha, Nagarjuna, and Lodro Rinchen.  Above them is another figure of Dorje Chang, smaller in size.  Alongside are Tilopa to his right and Naropa to his left.  Next are the Six Scholars, who are called the Six Ornaments. 


The visualization of the actual practice begins at the base of the Refuge Tree as we develop the visualization step by step.  In the front, between Dorje Chang and ourself is our personal Yidam, the deity we feel a personal affinity with.  All of the other Yidam deities surround our personal Yidam.  On the Branch to Dorje Chang’s right is Buddha Shakyamuni.  All of the past and future Buddhas are crowded around Shakyamuni.  On the branch behind Dorje Chang are the texts of the 84,000 teachings of the Dharma.  The teachings include the Kanjur and the Tanjur, which have within them the Three Baskets, (Abhidharma, Sutras, and Vinaya), and many other teachings.  All of these teachings become a beautiful sound that is pleasing to the entire universe.  On the Branch to the left of Dorje Chang is the Noble Sangha.  In the center of that Branch is Chenrezig with the Eight Bodhisattvas surrounding him.  All of the other thousands of Bodhisattvas, Arhats and the 84 Mahasiddhas are surrounding them.  

We are in front of all of this, doing Prostrations, taking Refuge and making whatever prayers our heart wishes.  On our right is our father, the male aspect of our subtle energy body.  On our left side is our mother, the female aspect of our subtle energy body.  In front of us are all our enemies, the beings who are obstacles to us.  Our friends, our relatives, our brothers and sisters are in back of us.


In front of us are the protectors: Mahakala, Mahakali, the Dakas and the Dakinis.  They are all facing toward us, listening to what we are requesting of them.  We imagine that we are the leader of the entire universe.  Our body is doing Prostrations.  Our speech is being used for reciting the Refuge Prayer.  Our mind is focused on developing a deeper and deeper faith in the Three Jewels and the Three Roots (Lamas, Yidams and Protectors).  


As we do this our two hands, palms facing each other, slightly apart like a Lotus flower just beginning to open, in a manner of prayer, we put them to our forehead, and we say and think: “I myself, and all beings who have existed from beginningless time until now, we bow down to the Buddha’s body.  Please purify all of my body’s negativities, in particular any known or unknown killing, stealing and sexual misconduct.”

We then place our two hands, palms still together, to our throat, and we pray for the purification of all of our speech negativities, any known or unknown lying, harsh or angry speech, gossip or slander.


We then put our two hands, palms still together, to our heart, and we pray for all of our mind’s negativities, covetousness, resentments or ill will, and wrong views to be purified.  The negative uses of our body, speech and mind that we are praying to be purified are the Ten Non-virtues.  They are often presented as the three of the body, the four of the speech and the three of the mind.  By praying whole-heartedly to Dorje Chang, the Buddha and the great Masters, with great faith, we begin to turn the Ten Non-virtues into their opposites.  This is just a short description of this method of purification.  There is much more that can be said.  


We then bow down, putting our two hands and two knees on the floor, and gently touch our forehead to the floor.  While doing this we should be mindful that we are touching five points of our body to the floor.  Touching the five points of our body to the floor reminds us that we are purifying the Five Poisons of our mind; (1) ignorance, (2) desire, (3) anger, (4) pride and (5) jealousy.  To make our prostration a full prostration, we then stretch out completely flat on the floor, sliding our hands out in front of us.  We then stand back up and imagine that as we do so that we pick up all of the lower beings in this realm, and all others, and send them to either a Pure Land or a higher rebirth.


As we make our prostration and recite our prayers, we are keeping our body, speech, and mind occupied with positive thoughts and activity.  We are also thinking that everyone else in the universe is doing the same thing, purifying their negativities.  We think about the negativities that we know about from this life, as well as the negativities that we cannot know about from our previous lives.  We have it strongly in our mind that whatever negativities we have in our body, speech and mind, we are purifying.  We should also be aware that the prostrations are particularly purifying our physical body.  The inner motivation of the Refuge Practice is to fill our mind with positive thoughts and actions, and keep our body flexible and youthful.  
I have heard people say, many times, that they want to be happy.  If we have that thought and have no particular method to achieve it, we can sit and wait for a year, or even a thousand years, and what we are hoping for is unlikely to come to us.  To attract happiness to our body, speech and mind, we have to have our physical body, our oral projections, and our mental aspects involved together in a positive way.  This is one important thing that the Refuge Practice does.  The Refuge Practice combines all three aspects together in a positive way, and at the same time develops our spiritual growth.

When we die, we leave our body and all of our material accumulations behind.  The activities that we do with our mind while we are alive are the only things that we take with us into our next life.  If we develop a strong faith in the Buddha’s Path and purify our body, speech, and mind in this life, we are making a large deposit in a spiritual savings account of our mind that goes with us into our next life.  It is up to each one of us to do what needs to be done.  No one else can do the work for us.  There are many more things associated with the Refuge Practice and the Buddha’s Path.  The more that we dig, the more that we will find. 

There are different variations in the way that the physical part of the prostrations can be done.  For example, some people have difficulties with their body and can only do prostrations either sitting in a chair or laying down.  Sure, we can do this.  The Buddha’s Path is a flexible path.  If prostrations are done like this, they are called short prostrations rather than full prostrations.  We can also use the short prostrations when we arrive at a Stupa, Monastery, Puja Room or temple, at times when it just isn’t practical or possible to do full prostrations.

We can also do other things a little differently.  We can do the Four Empowerments, moving our hands, palms loosely folded together, to four places instead of the usual three places.  When doing the Four Empowerments during the prostration, the first empowerment is done with our folded hands placed at the crown of our head, praying that ourself and all others, as soon as possible, attain Enlightenment.  For the second empowerment, we place our folded hands at our forehead, praying for our body to be purified of its negativities.  For the third empowerment, we place our folded hands at our throat, praying for our speech to be purified of all negativities.  For the fourth empowerment, with folded hands we go to our heart and pray that our mind be purified of all negativity.  In various texts, in the chapters inside of them, there are many different explanations and instructions for different ways to do prostrations, as well as different meanings for doing prostrations.  These are just some very brief views that are being given here.  The main point is to find, within the prescribed methods, what we are comfortable with, and what it is possible for us to do.

The Buddhas, Bodhisattvas and the lineage Masters have enjoyed seeing and hearing us do the Refuge Practice, enjoyed seeing us developing a sincere attitude of working for the benefit of all sentient beings.  As we begin to bring our practice session to an end, they say to us:  “Noble son, or noble daughter, it is good that today your inner motivations are changing from self-centered views to benefiting others.”  They send out radiant multi-colored lights from their energy centers.  We and all others receive the lights and are purified.  The negativities of our body, speech and mind that have accumulated since beginningless time are thus completely purified.

When all of these things have happened, the Refuge Tree in front of us gradually begins to dissolve.  First the Protectors dissolve into our own principal Yidam.  Then all of the surrounding Yidams dissolve into our own principal Yidam.  Our principal Yidam then dissolves into the large central Dorje Chang, who is inseparable from our own root guru.  Then all of the Buddhas of the three times dissolve into Shakyamuni Buddha.  Shakyamuni Buddha then dissolves into the large Dorje Chang, who is inseparable from our own root guru.  Next all of the Dharma texts that make up the 84,000 teachings of the Buddha dissolve into the large Dorje Chang.  Then all of the 84 Mahasiddhas, the Noble Sangha and the Bodhisattvas who are to the left of Dorje Chang dissolve into Chenrezig.  Then Chenrezig becomes engulfed in blazing radiant white light and dissolves into the large Dorje Chang, who is inseparable from our own root guru.

All of the great Masters above the large Dorje Chang then dissolve into Tilopa.  Then the small Dorje Chang at the top dissolves into Tilopa.  Tilopa then dissolves into Naropa.  Naropa dissolves into Lodro Rinchen.  Lodro Rinchen dissolves into Saraha.  Saraha dissolves into Nagarjuna.  Nagarjuna dissolves into Shawari.  Shawari dissolves into Maitripa.  Maitripa dissolves into Marpa.  Marpa dissolves into Milarepa.  Milarepa dissolves into Gampopa.  Gampopa dissolves into the 1st Karmapa.  Then the Mahamudra lineage, the Great Protection lineage, and the Path of Fruition lineage all dissolve into the 1st Karmapa.  Karmapa then dissolves into the large Dorje Chang, who is inseparable from our own root guru.  Then the large Dorje Chang becomes radiant light and dissolves into us.

All of the Buddhas, Bodhisattvas, Protectors of the Dharma, the 84,000 teachings, the great Masters and everything from the Refuge Tree have now dissolved into us and we are inseparable from all of this.  Whatever knowledge and qualities that everyone and everything has, we have received.  
Each time that we complete the prostrations and visualizations of the Refuge practice, we should develop the Bodhisattva Vow.  This vow is making a commitment to work for the enlightenment and benefit of all sentient beings.  We should develop these intentions while we are sitting in front of the object of our practice, the Refuge Tree.  We can also contemplate for a short while the Four Immeasurables.  The Four Immeasurables are: (1) May all sentient beings find happiness; (2) May all sentient beings, as soon as possible, have no suffering; (3)) May all sentient beings never be separate from happiness; (4) May all of my friends and all of my enemies reach a state of equanimity.  These contemplations help us work on the development of our Bodhicitta Mind, our mind of enlightenment.
Now, with a non-active mind, we sit in meditation.  We meditate for a few minutes, or maybe an hour or two.  For however long we meditate, we keep a relaxed and comfortable manner.  Sometimes our non-active mind will become active, following the thoughts.  When that happens, follow the breath for a minute or two, quieting the mind again.  

I recognize that many people will read about this Refuge Tree visualization and practice, and think, “Wow!  It seems incredibly difficult to do this!”   I will respond to that thought by saying, “If I can do it, anybody can!”  The way to start this practice is to not begin to think about doing everything at once.  Find out what parts you like best and feel most comfortable with, and work with those parts for only short lengths of time.  Or, if it is too difficult to even begin with any parts of the visualization, start with a short prayer.             

Or you might think that this is something that you want to learn, and wonder how you start.  You can come to me, or you can come to Lama Tempa, or your own Lama, wherever you are, and we will help you.  If enough people are interested, we can even start a small class and meet regularly.  That is our job.  At first it might be easiest to just read the Refuge Prayers and contemplate and think deeply about the prayers.  If this Refuge Practice seems to be difficult, Lama Tempa and I welcome you to come to either of us and discuss whatever you want to discuss, whatever it is that you believe in, or do not believe in.  The Dharma is best to learn slowly.  If we try to think about and understand everything immediately, we possibly will get tired and stop our inquiries.  Do not be afraid, and do not be shy.  Teaching the Buddha’s Path is the Lama’s job.  Teaching, to even one person, is what makes the Lama’s life meaningful.  Simply ask how to start, or how to continue from where you are, and Lama Tempa or I, or your own Lama wherever you are, will help you from there.
…
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