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We have no need of refuge when things are going well, when our strategies are 

working and the world seems to bend to our will. Our little daily trials and tribulations 

seem annoying but workable, and we have (at least until now) shoved into the 

background the unease and uncertainty that things might not always go so well. Of 

course we know that we are going to have some difficulties…some day. We will grow 

old and even die at some unimaginably remote future time. We will get sick, but not 

that sick; more like “taking a few days off from work” sick. We try to exercise, eat 

wholesomely, and get outdoors…sometimes. And of course, we meditate. We do 

zazen and discover that we are a little less irritable, a little less anxious, a little more 

compassionate toward ourselves and others. Things go a little more smoothly, on 

those days when we remember to sit. Meanwhile, we are endlessly engaged in 

assuring our comfort and entertainment, and in trying to juggle these increasingly 

complex modern lives. Most of us are focused on securing comfort and safety, for 

ourselves and for those we care about. So we might think about refuge as something 

rather shallow: a comfortable chair and a good movie, or another round of drinks at the 

bar with a friend or two, or a few hours of computer gaming, or shopping. But how 

does this serve us when unpredictable gale force winds hit? We are caught flat-footed 

and unprepared.  

To engage a serious practice of zazen when things are going well is difficult, but when 

tragedy strikes, or the future turns radically uncertain, or someone you love dies 

suddenly, or you find yourself struggling with any of the myriad ways that reality can 

blindside you, you will want to have that foundation under you. It is too late to build a 

house once the rain starts falling, as the saying goes. In hardship we understand 

refuge in a much more urgent and profound way. I feel broken and terrified by what is 

happening with breathtaking speed, to our nation in the hands of a malign despot and 

his followers.  

Our refuge cannot therefore be a hiding place, a blanket over our heads, an escape 

from the reality of what is actually happening, much, much faster than we can mobilize 

ourselves to respond, and across too many fronts to respond everywhere at once. Our 

refuge must be the foundation on which we find the courage and grit to meet the 

onslaught and its hurricane force winds. We can’t be blown about by our emotions, by 

the immensity of the challenges we are facing, so that we lose our capacity to fight the 

forces of greed, hatred, and ignorance. It is our three Buddhist refuges that provide the 

moral clarity, the profound wisdom and the mutual support to understand and to act 



swiftly, effectively, and compassionately in meeting all that is arising. This is not a 

quietist practice. When we ground our thoughts, words, and actions in the three 

treasures of Buddha, dharma, and sangha we gain courage for this work. It reflects our 

training in the six perfections of generosity, morality, patience, energy, concentration, 

and wisdom.  

We take refuge in Buddha as the light shot through all being, the absolute clarity of 

seeing reality exactly as it is; it is the vast heart that feels the suffering of the whole 

world as one’s own, and the radical commitment to end all of that suffering. It is the 

mind that stretches across vast space and time, eons of world expansion and world 

contraction, all things arising and passing away according to the causes and conditions 

that create them and dissolve them.  

In Living by Vow, Shohaku Okumura writes: 

“We usually think we are awake except when we are asleep at night or napping, but 

actually, we are usually asleep and dreaming. We imagine this world, our lives, and 

ourselves. We create dream-worlds and then believe that they are reality. And yet, 

they are only constructs of our mind. We create a story in which we are the hero or 

heroine. We think we are the center of the world, and all other people and things are 

resources to make a happy ending for our story. This is how we live in a dream. To 

awaken means to drop off body and mind, become free from dreaming and encounter 

reality. We try to act on the reality that exists before we process the world through the 

intellect. Our intellection is based on our education and all our experiences since birth. 

But these experiences are a limited way of viewing the world, so we must wake up to 

reality.  

Another aspect of “unsurpassable mind” [in the second verse], is compassion for all 

beings. When we awaken to the reality that has not yet been processed by our ego-

centered mind, we cannot help having compassion for all beings. We realize that we 

live together with all beings, supported by networks of interconnection. We share air, 

water, and life by offering ourselves to each other. We live supported by all beings. In 

turn, we must support all other beings. This is compassion. We have to awaken to the 

reality that we live together as knots within Indra’s net. We do not and cannot live 

independently, as limited and conditioned individuals. This is the meaning of taking 

refuge in the Buddha.” (65) 

We take refuge in Dharma as the truth about the nature of reality, and the teachings 

that illuminate those laws, because we live in a lawful universe, and just as there are 

physical laws which can be discovered and tested, there are spiritual laws that can be 



verified through our own experience and observation. The spiritual life is the path of 

inquiry into the nature of reality and the teachings of the Buddha assist that inquiry. 

Okumura writes: 

The Sanskrit word dharma has many meanings, but two are important here—the 

Buddha’s teaching and the reality of all beings…In a chapter of Shobogenzo titled 

“Sansuikyo” (Mountains and Waters Sutra), Dogen Zenji wrote, “These mountains and 

waters of the present are the manifestation of the Way of the ancient Buddhas.” This 

implies that the reality of all beings is itself a sutra. Not only the mountains and waters 

but also the birds singing, the sun shining, and everything happening around us are 

sutras teaching us the reality of being. They teach impermanence and 

interdependence. Nothing lasts forever, everything is always changing, and there is no 

fixed ego or existence. All beings in the universe teach this reality but we don’t listen; 

we don’t really see it. The phrase “deeply entering the teaching” [entering deeply the 

merciful ocean of Buddha’s Way] doesn’t require that we read all the Buddhist texts. 

Although reading is an important part of entering the teaching, the deeper meaning is 

just to awaken to the reality before our eyes, the reality we actually live…The 

beginning of wisdom is to see that our view is limited. The view we have at sea is 

wider than in a well. There is no limitation to something so vast and boundless. By 

studying the Buddha’s teaching we become free from our limited views and open 

ourselves to boundless reality. (66) 

We take refuge in Sangha because this is a difficult and dangerous world; not least of 

the dangers is the enchantment of our comforts, pleasures, and distractions, which 

can blind us to the real work that needs to be done in this lifetime, with the gift of a 

human mind and body. We need each other, not merely for support and reassurance, 

but as allies and inspirations and provocation and challenge on this path. How hot does 

the world have to get before the frogs are boiled? How bleak does the diagnosis have 

to be before  we turn to each other in genuine commitment? How lonely do you have 

to be before you reach out for spiritual friendship on this path? The spiritual life in our 

time is not a hero’s journey, in splendid isolation. That is merely self-serving. It is, 

rather, the energy generated in our coming together and training together and acting 

decisively, finding refuge in our connection. Sangha is where we practice giving and 

receiving, mutual care and training for rough weather. This refuge is not a safe haven 

but a sturdy ship filled with navigators, crew members, pilots, and of course, 

passengers—all those we serve in our lives, and all those who serve us. When the 

tempest arises it is really all hands on deck. This is where we are now, and why we 

take refuge in sangha.  



Okumura writes,  

“A sangha is a democratic community of members who share the same interests and 

status. The phrase ‘bringing harmony’ is a translation of the Japanese word tori, which 

means ‘unify.’ Buddhist sangha members are unified by the Dharma. To have a 

community instead of a collection of individuals, we need something that unifies. To 

make soup we chop the ingredients and put them into a pot, then add seasoning and 

cook it until the individual flavors blend to make one taste. Similarly, we need to cook 

ourselves and make these individuals into one community with one taste—the taste of 

Dharma. Harmony unifies a collection of individuals into a community in which we can 

take refuge….When individuals think “me first,” endless problems and obstacles arise. 

But when we wake up to impermanence and egolessness and share the life of this 

moment, there is no hindrance. Of course, there are still difficulties to overcome, but 

with harmony we can work on them. If we have discord, we cannot.” (67) 

“I think that of these three (Buddha, Dharma, Sangha), the sangha is most significant  

to us today. Of course the Buddha and the Dharma are the basis of Sangha. However, 

without sangha, a living community of people, the Buddha is someone who lived in the 

past, and his teaching is something printed in a textbook.” (71) 

“Dogen Zenji quotes another phrase from an old Buddhist scripture…about why we 

take refuge in the three treasures. It says, ‘We take refuge in these three treasures 

because they are the final place to return.’….Our life is a journey. Childhood is like our 

home, where we are born. We don’t need to go anywhere. We are happy simply to be 

there. When we grow up, we become travelers. We search here and there for treasure

—something valuable or meaningful. We yearn for something better. We seek 

happiness and satisfaction. Sometimes we are happy, sometimes sad. Finally at the 

end of our lives we face death. Regardless of our success or failure, each of us has to 

face it. When we do, we are afraid. Wealth, fame, and social position don’t help us 

then. We face death alone.  

How can we get back to nature, to the vital life force? This is the essential koan for us, 

the question we have to work on. In a sense this whole universe is like a hospital. We 

are all sick. How can we recover from this human sickness? The Buddha’s teaching 

and the Buddha Way can be one of the paths to recovery. The Buddha is the doctor 

who guides the healing process; dharma practice is the medicine he prescribes; the 

sangha, and all living beings in this universe, are nurses to aid our recovery. This is 

what the text means by ‘These three treasures are the final place to return.’ They 



release us from the suffering of a life based on egocentricity and return us to the 

original, wholesome way of life.”(Okumura) 


