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HOSTED BY NALANDABODHI EUROPE  

TOPIC: REFUGE PRAYER 

 

The Meaning of the Refuge Prayer 

The Refuge Prayer in Sanskrit begins with the opening line that says: Namas tasmai Bhagavate 
Arhate Samyaksambuddhaya. 

Namas is basically the same as what you may know from the Indian greeting namaste, greeting 
or paying homage to the divine within us. Here, it is about paying homage to the Baghavat and 
the word tasmai means “to that” or “to the” in English: “I pay homage to the Bhagavan” 
(Bhagavate means “to the Bhagavan”). 

Let us speak about what Baghavan means a little bit later. Let’s first talk about Arhat, which is 
easier. Arhat in Sanskrit literally means “a worthy one” but it has been commented on in a 
different way in Indian Buddhism, which is reflected in its Tibetan translation drachompa that 
mans “foe destroyer.” That is, Ar- is taken to mean ari (“foe”) and -hat to mean han (“destroy” or 
“kill”). The “foes” or “enemies” that are destroyed here are not any outer enemies but our own 
mental afflictions. Thus, an Arhat is somebody who has overcome the mental afflictions in their 
own mind stream. 

Samyaksambuddhaya means “a completely perfect Buddha”. The word Buddha, literally “the 
awakened one,” is originally a general term for a realized or awakened being or a sage in many 
Indian spiritual traditions. For example, we also have the Pratekyabuddhas, but these are not the 
ones we are speaking about here. We are talking about completely perfectly awakened 
Buddhas, such as Buddha Shakyamuni, who have relinquished all afflictive and cognitive 
obscurations and realized omniscient buddha wisdom. 

Now let us look at Bhagavat or Bhagavan. Often, this term is translated as “The Blessed One” in 
English. That is one possible translation, but the word has many different and rich meanings in 
Sanskrit, such as “fortunate,” “prosperous,” “happy,” “glorious,” “divine,” “venerable,” and “holy.”  

The commentaries usual explain it as what is also reflected in the Tibetan translation 
Chomdende, which means three things. First, the Bhagavan has destroyed all obscurations and 
activities of maras, which means all external and internal obstacles. Second, a buddha is 
endowed with all positive qualities of buddhahood, consisting of the six riches: the five buddha 
wisdoms and freedom from all veils. Third, in the word Bhagavan, the syllable -van refers to the 
same syllable in the word nirvana. In that sense it means “transcendence” in the sense of neither 
abiding in the extreme of saṃsāra nor in the extreme of the nirvana of arhats: this is called the 
nonabiding nirvana that is the ultimate fruition of the mahayana. For buddhas, even the nirvanas 
of shravaka arhats and pratyekabuddha arhats are an extreme, because the nirvanas of arhats 
mean that they are not active for sentient beings. Thus, they miss out on the compassionate 
aspect of the nirvana of a buddha. 
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Together, this introductory line means “I pay homage to the Bhagavan, the Arhat, the completely 
perfect Buddha.” 

The first line of the actual refuge prayer says “Buddham Sharanam Gacchami.” 

Sharanam means literally “refuge,” “shelter,” or “protection,” and Gacchami means “I go”, so: “I 
go for or toward refuge”, or, as the Rolling Stones say, “Gimme shelter!” The refuge here is the 
Buddha. We are going or seeking for the refuge that is the Buddha, the refuge that is the 
dharma, and the refuge that is the sangha. This formula is repeated three times. 

In the first line of the second repetition, we have Dvitiyam which means “second” and api, which 
means “also” or “again.” “Again, yet a second time, I go for the refuge or seek the protection of 
the Buddha, the dharma, and the sangha. 

The word Buddha means “the Awakened One” or “the Realized One.” Usually it is interpreted to 
mean that a buddha has awakened from the sleep of ignorance and at the same time the mind 
has become expanded into the omniscient buddha wisdom that knows all phenomena. This is 
also reflected in the Tibetan translation Sangye, which is not a literal translation of the Sanskrit 
but based on this meaning of one who awoke from or has cleared away (sang) the sleep of 
ignorance and has expanded (gye) mind into wisdom. The word Buddha is actually related to the 
English word “bud” (as in a flower bud) and also the word “blossom”. And in Czech language, 
the syllable bud in the beer Budweiser also means to realization. So, if you drink Budweiser, you 
can always think you are drinking Buddha wisdom (of course only if it is the original Budweiser, 
not what they sell under that name in the US). 

Dharma has many meanings, such as something that is firmly established, like a law or a 
doctrine or a prescribed conduct. It can also mean “virtue,” “merit,” “the nature or character of 
something,” “phenomenon,” and “quality.” But here in the Buddhist sense it specifically means 
the teaching of the Buddha: everything that the Buddha established as his instructions. 

Sangha also has an interesting literal meaning: something like “close contact,” “welded 
together,” or “hammered together.” I think that’s nice. At least in German, we talk about a 
community or friends who are welded together closely by many shared experiences. Here, it 
basically means a spiritual congregation or group of people who follow the teachings of the 
Buddha. 

In brief, the Buddha is the teacher or the guide on the path. The dharma is what the Buddha 
teaches in terms of both scriptures and realization. The sangha consists of the people who 
practice what the Buddha teaches. 

 

The Outer and the Inner Refuge 

When we distinguish between what is called the “outer refuge” and the “inner refuge,” the outer 
one is the regular way of taking refuge, in Buddha Shakyamuni as a person and a teacher who 
lived about 2500 years ago. The dharma consists of the scriptures that are transmitted as the 
Buddha’s teaching and also, the realization that comes from studying, reflecting, and meditating 
on these scriptures. The sangha consists of the people who have and are still practicing the 
Buddha’s teaching. The sangha includes everybody who is practicing these teachings in some 
way or to some degree: be it bodhisattvas on the bhumis, arhats, shravakas, pratekyabuddhas, 
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and all ordinary practitioners in the three yānas, all the way down to those who have just taken 
refuge. 

On the other hand, we have the “inner refuge,” which means that we are not just taking refuge in 
the Buddha as an outer person but in our own buddha nature—the Buddha within. This Buddha 
within is also what we are really trying to realize or recognize. Sometimes this is also called the 
inner guru: the inner guru is our own buddha nature and the Buddha as a person is the outer 
guru. From the internal point of view, the dharma begins with the recognition of buddha nature, 
however partial or incomplete it may be, and includes the entire path to fully realizing all its 
qualities. Thus, the inner refuge in terms of the dharma obviously does not mean any scriptures, 
books, video dharma, or audio dharma but the actual recognition of what the dharma is all about: 
the nature of our own mind. The inner sangha is the recognition or realization of the qualities of 
buddha nature, which are summarized in the Uttaratantra by Maitreya as “the qualities of 
awareness and liberation.” 

In that way, in the mahayana, we take both the outer refuge and the inner refuge. First, the outer 
or common refuge is important but as we travel on the path, the outer refuge becomes less 
significant in that we are on our way to become buddhas ourselves. As Buddha Shakyamuni 
said many times, he can show us the path, but we have to walk it and become buddhas by 
ourselves. From the mahayana point of view, this is only possible through recognizing and fully 
realizing our own buddha nature. 

I have selected a few verses from the Uttaratantra which talk about the ultimate qualities of the 
Buddha, the dharma, and the sangha, describing them from an entirely internal or mental 
perspective.  

 
Buddha 
 

Buddhas are without beginning, middle, or end, peaceful, and fully self-awakened.  
Having awakened, they teach the fearless ever-lasting path so that those without 
realization may realize.  
Wielding the supreme sword and vajra of knowledge and loving-kindness, they sever 
the sprouts of suffering  
and smash the wall of doubt with its surrounding thicket of all kinds of views—to 
them, I pay homage.  

 

In terms of the inner or ultimate refuge, Buddha is not a person out there; rather, buddhahood is 
nothing other than our own buddha nature once it is fully uncovered. “Buddhas are without 
beginning, middle, or end, peaceful, and fully self-awakened”. This speaks about our buddha 
nature free from all adventitious obscurations. It is has never arisen newly, it does not abide 
anywhere, and it never comes to an end. It is peaceful because all thoughts, afflictions, and 
dualistic perceptions are at rest in it and will never arise again. Ultimately, there is no teacher or 
method on the outside that can make us a buddha; the only one who can become a buddha is 
buddha nature, by recognizing itself or awakening to its own omniscience, nonreferential 
compassion, and power to liberation sentient beings. 

When a great bodhisattva’s buddha nature has awakened fully, from the inside point of view, 
that is the realization or manifestation of buddhahood. From the outside, we call that “a buddha,” 
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such as Buddha Shakyamuni. Thus, instead of “buddha” in the sense of a person or being, here, 
it is more correct to speak of “buddhahood” in the sense of an experience or realization in which 
there is no reference point of a person or “me.” 

Once awakened, it is the nature of such buddhas not to lean back and take a rest but to be ever-
active for other suffering sentient beings: “they teach the fearless ever-lasting path so that those 
without realization may realize. Wielding the supreme sword and vajra of knowledge and loving-
kindness, they sever the sprouts of suffering and smash the wall of doubt with its surrounding 
thicket of all kinds of views —to them, I pay homage.” 

The Uttaratantra continues: 

Unconditioned, spontaneously present,  
not being realized through other conditions,  
and possessing knowledge, loving-kindness, and power 
this is Buddhahood endowed with the two welfares.  

These two verses here describe six characteristics of buddhahood, which are said to be the 
ultimate and permanent buddha qualities. The first three of them represent what is called “one’s 
own welfare.” That means, when buddha nature is realized, this is the buddhahood that 
represents a buddha’s own benefit in term of three aspects. First buddhahood is 
“unconditioned”, which means it is without any arising, without any abiding, and without any 
ceasing (or without any beginning, middle, or end). Second, it is “spontaneously present” which 
means that all thoughts, reference points, and efforts are completely at peace. This is called the 
dharmakaya, which entails the effortless and nonconceptual activity of enlightened body, 
speech, and mind. “Spontaneously present” means on the one hand that there is no obscuration 
or obstacle and on the other hand that the dharmakaya thus is fully functional in that it performs 
unimpeded enlightened activity in an uninterrupted manner. 

Third, buddhahood is self-awakened, that is, “not being realized through other conditions.” It is 
not realized through any outer conditions or persons other than its very own internal and innate 
wisdom. Strictly speaking, it is not that “we” as sentient beings realize buddhahood or “our” 
buddha nature. Rather, buddha nature recognizes and realizes itself, which is called self-aware 
wisdom or personally experienced wisdom (of course, not as an actual a person). That means, 
at the end, our buddha nature has to become buddhahood, but without any “us.” Ultimately, 
there is nothing else that is able to become a buddha, not even a bodhisattva on the tenth 
bhumi. Teachers, spiritual friends, and gurus can help us on the path, but at the end, 
buddhahood is a do-it-yourself job: buddha nature has to fully realize its own complete and 
infinite sphere that is the inseparability of fundamental awareness and expansive spaciousness. 

These three—being unconditioned, spontaneously present, and self-awakened or self-realized—
constitute one’s “own” welfare in terms of buddhahood: “one’s own” is used from the perspective 
of ordinary beings, whereas there really is no “own” or “other’s” at this point anymore. 

“The welfare of others” is also threefold. First, once buddha nature has become awakened, it 
automatically shows others their own buddha nature. That is, the whole point of a being a 
buddha is to teach what has been realized to others. “Knowledge” or “omniscience” means that 
buddhas have awakened from the sleep of ignorance and their wisdom mind expands to or 
realizes all knowable objects, which primarily means that they realize that buddha nature exists 
in all sentients beings in the same way but is obscured in different ways. Based on this 
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knowledge, buddhas show other beings that buddhahood is already present within themselves 
and needs to be realized by itself. 

The second quality is loving-kindness and compassion. Buddhas not only know that themselves 
and all sentient beings have buddha nature. They also see that these sentient beings do not 
recognize their buddha nature and therefore unnecessarily suffer in many ways. Thus, buddhas 
feel great love and compassion for obscured sentient beings who are like a very poor person 
living in misery due to not knowing that there is a huge treasure buried underneath their hut. Out 
of this compassion, buddhas teach others about their inner treasure in accordance with their 
capacities so that they can realize the nature of their mind. 

The third quality is power, which means that buddhas not only have the necessary knowledge 
and compassion to teach, they also have the power to actually be very effective and really reach 
all kinds of sentient beings with their different dispositions and capacities. Thus, they “wield the 
sword of knowledge and loving kindness” and in that way “cut through the sprouts of suffering”. 
In addition, they also “smash” the afflictions and in particular the “wall of doubt” about true reality 
with its “surrounding thicket of all kinds of views” about a real personality or an ego. Thus, 
knowledge, loving-kindness, and power are the three qualities that make up the welfare of others 
in terms of buddhas showing others their own buddha nature. 

Dharma 

Inscrutable as nonexistent, nor existent, nor both existent and nonexistent, nor other 
than existent and nonexistent,  
free from etymological interpretation, to be personally experienced, and peaceful—  
I pay homage to this sun of the Dharma, which shines the light of stainless wisdom  
and defeats desire, hatred, and mental darkness with regard to all objects. 
 
It is inconceivable, free from the two obscurations, nonconceptual,  
and has the aspects of purity, lucidity, and remedy.  
This is the Dharma characterized by the two realities—  
What is, and through which there is, freedom from attachment. 

In general, there is the dharma of the scriptures and the dharma of realization. Here, we only talk 
about the dharma of realization, and specifically the dharma of the mahayana, which is the inner 
dharma, or the “dharma of experience and realization”. This dharma is described here in terms 
of the last two among the four noble truths: the truth of cessation and the truth of the path. 

The dharma in terms of the cessation that consists of the full realization of buddhahood has 
three qualities. First, it is “inconceivable” for three reasons. It is “inscrutable” as the four 
possibilities of existence, nonexistence, both, and neither. It sounds like Madhyamika, but 
Maitreya here speaks about the realization of the ultimate dharma—buddhahood—not being any 
one of those four extremes. The realization of buddha nature cannot be scrutinized or pinpointed 
as one of those four possibilities. However, it is important to notice here that Maitreya does not 
begin by saying that this realization is “not existent,” as the Madhyamikas always do. Rather, 
Maitreya starts with saying that it is “not nonexistent”. This emphasizes that the notion of 
cessation from the point of view of buddha nature is not some kind of nothingness, because it is 
the sphere of the self-aware, personally experienced wisdom of the meditative equipoise of the 
noble ones that is an incontrovertible realization. At the same time, this realization is not 
something permanent, truly existent, or something that can be solidified or pinpointed as 
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anything, because it does not arise as any entity that belongs to relative reality: it does not entail 
any reference points whatsoever. This realization is not “both existent and not existent” either, 
because those two are mutually exclusive and would just combine the flaws of the first two 
extremes of existence and nonexistence. Nor is it “neither existent nor nonexistent,” because 
this is just the opposite of the already flawed third possibility. Also, what would something be if it 
is neither existent nor nonexistent? Being existent and being nonexistent are mutually exclusive 
and exhaustive possibilities of what anything could be. 

The second reason for the dharma being inconceivable is that it is “free from any etymological 
interpretation”. The realization of the dharma cannot be defined or expressed through words; it is 
beyond speech, symbols, and expressions. The third reason is that the realization of the dharma 
is something that is “to be personally experienced” by each and every being on the Buddhist 
path. Like all experiences, it is essentially inexpressible and unshared with anybody else’s 
experience. 

The second and third qualities of the dharma are “free from the two obscurations” and 
“nonconceptual”, which are both included in the word “peaceful.” That is, since the truth of 
cessation is peaceful, it is “free from the two obscurations”, which refers to the obscurations of 
the afflictions (the causes of our actions) and the obscurations of karmic actions (the results of 
the afflictions). Furthermore, since the truth of cessation is peaceful, it is also “nonconceptual”: 
all thoughts and reference points have calmed down in it for good. This also means that any 
ordinary or dualistic mental activity does not lead to this realization of the dharma in which all 
discursiveness and wishing to do something are completely at peace. 

In brief, the dharma in terms of the truth of cessation has the three qualities of being 
inconceivable, free from obscurations, and nonconceptual. 

Now, in terms of the noble truth of the path, the realization of the dharma is said to be “purity”, 
similar to the pure orb of the sun. This refers to buddha nature’s own natural purity: it is always 
free of all afflictive obscurations and their habitual tendencies. When the sun sometimes seems 
to be obscured by clouds, that is only the case from our point of view, looking up from the earth. 
It is from our position below the clouds that we presume the sun is veiled by clouds, but in 
reality, the sun itself is never ever obscured by any cloud; clouds don’t even come anywhere 
close to it. In fact, the ones whose view is obscured are us. Similarly, in itself, buddha nature is 
never touched by any afflictive obscurations and their habitual tendencies, no matter how many 
or how intense afflictions we may experience. 

The second quality of the dharma in terms of the truth of the path is “lucidity” or clarity. The 
realization of the dharma is pure like the sun and it also possesses the brilliant light rays of 
buddha wisdom, which is not only free from all afflictive obscurations but also free from all 
hindrances to omniscience. Thus, just like the sun and its rays, the dharma that is the truth of the 
path is not only pure but also illuminates everything that can be illuminated and thus be known. 

Third, the realization of the Dharma that is the truth of the path is also a “remedy” for desire 
toward pleasant objects, a remedy for hatred toward unpleasant objects, and a remedy for 
ignorance toward neutral objects. Thus, it is the single antidote for all afflictions and the ensuing 
suffering. 

In brief, the dharma in terms of the truth of the path here consists of the purity of the realization 
of the dharma, its lucidity or illuminating brilliance, and its being a remedy for all obscurations on 
the path to buddhahood. 
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Sangha 

They realize that all beings are at peace, ultimately lacking a self.  
For, they see that the afflictions are without any nature because of mind’s being 
naturally luminous.  
With their unveiled minds, they see that Buddhahood is omnipresent  
and possess the vision of the wisdom whose sphere is the infinite purity of sentient 
beings—to them, I pay homage.  

 
By virtue of the pure vision of the inner  
wisdom of suchness and variety,  
the assembly of the irreversible intelligent ones  
possesses unsurpassable qualities. 

 

The six qualities of the noble mahayana sangha here are grouped under the two categories of 
the qualities of awareness and liberation. Just as in the case of the Buddha, the sangha does 
not consist of persons but of the mental qualities in the mind streams of bodhisattvas on the 
bhumis. 

As for the qualities of awareness, the first one is the “wisdom of suchness”, which refers to the 
quality of realizing the nature of the mind as natural luminosity and recognizing that the 
afflictions are only adventitious: they are never a part of mind’s luminous nature. It is in this 
sense that the wisdom of suchness realizes things as they actually are: ultimately, the nature of 
our mind is buddhahood with all its inseparable qualities. 

The second quality wisdom is the “wisdom of variety”, which means to recognize that buddha 
nature is present in each and every sentient being in the exact same way. Nevertheless, the way 
in which each buddha nature is packaged is different. There are six different kinds of beings, 
different types of human beings, they look different, behave differently, talk differently, feel 
differently, and think differently. But those are only the outer shells or the varieties of 
obscurations in which buddha nature comes. The core of buddha nature within these 
obscurations is the same, no matter what these obscurations may look like. This quality means 
to recognize that all sentient beings are actually buddhas, no matter how weird or beautiful these 
sentient beings may look from the outside or in their own perception. 

The third quality is “inner wisdom”, which means that these two types of wisdom—the wisdom of 
suchness and the wisdom of variety—are realized in a self-aware manner that dawns from 
within. Wisdom mind realizes its own nature by itself, not through any other or outer conditions. 

In brief, the three qualities of the sangha in terms of awareness are the wisdom of suchness, the 
wisdom of variety, and inner wisdom. 

The qualities of the sangha in terms of liberation consist of being free from the obscuration of 
attachment (the afflictive obscurations), being free from the obscuration of obstruction (the 
cognitive obscurations), and being endowed with all unsurpassable buddha qualities. 
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The Ultimate Refuge 

According to the Uttaratantra, there are three jewels for several reasons. The jewel of the 
Buddha is mainly presented as a source of refuge for the followers of the mahayana or for those 
who wish to venerate the Buddha as the supreme role model among gods and humans. In the 
hinayana, it is said that there are only extremely few beings who are able to become a fully 
awakened buddha, such as Buddha Shakyamuni. For everybody else, the goal is to become an 
arhat, but in the mahayana everybody is bound to become a buddha. 

The dharma is said to be the main object of refuge for the pratekyabuddhas or those who wish to 
venerate the dharma as the supreme of everything that is free of attachment. Among all things 
that are free of attachment, the dharma is the most supreme one and the pratekyabuddhas are 
particularly interested in that. The sangha is said to be the main refuge for the shravakas or 
those who wish to venerate the sangha as the supreme among assemblies, especially among 
spiritual communities. For the shravakas, the sangha is the most important refuge, because it is 
there that the main guidance for each other is provided. The elders help out the junior monastics 
and so on. 

Among the three jewels, the ultimate refuge is the Buddha. Why is that? The dharma is not the 
ultimate refuge, because it is left behind on the path, similar to a boat when you have crossed 
the river having served its purpose. There is no point to carry it further on dry land. At each stage 
of the path that is attained, particularly when it comes to the bhumis, the dharma that has been 
practiced in order to attain those bhumis, once it has served its purpose, is not carried along like 
a souvenir or a medal of honor. At the end, at the point of attaining buddhahood, all the dharmas 
of the path are left behind. Not only the scriptural dharma is left behind but also all the 
progressive realizations on the path; only the supreme realization or dharma of buddhahood 
remains.  

The sangha is not the ultimate refuge either, because every member of the sangha still takes 
refuge in the Buddha. All shravakas, pratekyabuddhas, and bodhisattvas still take refuge in the 
Buddha as the supreme refuge. This means that they all still have some kind of fear of samsara 
or of falling back into lower paths, thus feeling the need for protection. Thus, the only ultimate 
protection is the Buddha, or buddhahood. 

When we recite the refuge prayer three times, we can think about the outer objects of refuge: 
Buddha Shakyamuni, the dharma of scriptures and realization on the path, and the sangha of 
shravakas, pratekyabuddhas, and bodhisattvas. But we can also think about the inner objects of 
refuge: our own buddha nature, the recognition of this buddha nature being the dharma or the 
path, and the sangha as the embodiment of the qualities of awareness and liberation when 
progressively realizing buddha nature completely. 

 

Q&A 

Question about the relation between emptiness and the ultimate refuge: 

Buddha nature is inseparable from emptiness. Emptiness is an intrinsic part of all buddha 
qualities, because none of them is anything that can be pinpointed as something solid or 
substantial. In that sense, in the mahayana, emptiness is considered to be all-pervasive 
throughout both the outer and the inner ways of taking refuge. Of course, it depends on how 
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emptiness is understood in different Buddhist schools. For example, the Madhyamikas would 
consider sheer emptiness as the ultimate. But the buddha nature teachings, the vajrayana, 
Mahamudra, and Dzogchen would rather speak about the inseparability of appearance and 
emptiness, clarity and emptiness, bliss and emptiness, and awareness and emptiness as being 
the ultimate. There, emptiness is not something superior to buddha nature, but it is an intrinsic 
part or dimension of buddha nature. 

 

Question about the difference of taking refuge in the three roots and refuge in the three jewels: 

To take refuge in the three jewels is the general refuge in all Buddhist yānas; it is the common 
ground. In the hinayana and mahayana, we do not take refuge in the three roots of the gurus, 
the yidams, and the protectors. That is the type of taking refuge that is exclusively vajrayana. 
Taking refuge in both the three jewels and the three roots is practiced in the ngöndro, because 
the ngöndro is a part of the vajrayana. We take refuge in the guru as the source of blessings, the 
yidams as the source of siddhis (accomplishments or realizations), and the protectors as the 
source of enlightened activity. 


