		

A commentary on the traditional verse for refuge 
and the generation of an altruistic motivation:


    (on behalf of all beings) 

    I take refuge, until I attain Enlightenment, 
    in the Buddha, the Dharma, and in the Sangha
    
    By the merit that I have developed
    through generosity and other virtues, 
    May I accomplish Buddhahood for the sake of all beings



'on behalf of all beings...'


Commentary: From self-centeredness to service


We all have a choice of how we are going to live today in relation to each other.  We could be more or less neutral, neither helping each other much nor hurting anyone.  We could also do harm to those we share this life with, out of our ignorance, or greed, or anger.

Another possibility that we should recognize is that we can try to do something constructive.  We can try to be a positive influence.  It is possible to offer something that will be appreciated by way of support, understanding, or kindness.

Why should we take this route?  If we can look around us with empathy for those we see, we will find that there is a lot of need in people's lives for such things as comfort, assistance, and support.  If we can look we will find also that there is suffering-  much aimless wandering, unintended self-harm, and valuable opportunities that are being wasted.  On the screen of your mind now, look at what people go through, and ask, 'What is needed here?, What will actually help?'

Sometimes I see the hurt people go through, or cause each other, and I see how many of these things happen because there are not enough people with wisdom in this world.  Given the conditions we find ourselves in, having understanding, compassion and a helpful attitude is of central importance.


What we all need is simple enough to identify, if not actually put into practice in our daily lives.  We all need to have a knowledge of some truth that liberates us from small views, and meditation strong enough to clear away wrong views and ego-energy emotion and their traces.  We need loving kindness for fulfillment, harmony and peace.  And we have to have encouragement to apply ourselves over time to make these things real.


When we have some sense of what people are experiencing, and have even a little knowledge of what will work to help ease their suffering, or confusion, or unwanted states, then our response is naturally one of dedication, of wishing to give something useful.  

Dedicating one's self to others with an altruistic motivation, with loving kindness and wisdom is called in Buddhism 'Bodhicitta', the awakening mind.  The awakening mind, or the mind of love, is called this because it functions to awaken living beings.  It helps people.  And it is self-less.


Some people might think it's impossible to live without trying to fulfill all our personal desires, but dedicating ourselves to helping others as much as we can is the starting place for a whole other world of possibilities.


The First Dalai Lama described having this motivation when he said:

     'Dwell in the vibrantly warm thought 
      that encourages spiritual growth 
      in one's self and others'
 

It's interesting to notice that this love is an actual substance that can be produced by our own mind and heart,  by our own intention.  
Whatever you want to share, cultivate in yourself to an abundant degree.
             

The love that is altruistic is essentially something that's not just for a few, rather it should be for everyone.  It should be impartial, seeing with an equal eye.   A traditional image given for impartiality is that of a royal banquet, where everyone is invited.

Having such 'equality of view', of course, may not be easy to experience in the beginning, but we just have to start where we are.  Sometimes it's said that we should 'start with what is easy and go on from there'.  So we can start with our friends and family and gradually extend the feeling of love, concern and protection to everyone else.  In this way our family and friends can help us get to the stage of feeling the same love for all others equally.

To 'start with what is easy and go on from there' means to gradually try to include everyone, without resistance, in our consideration.  It means to go in the direction of having the same feeling of closeness and responsibility for everyone.  To do the best we can.

Perhaps there are a few people that can treat everyone with selfless kindness and generosity right from the beginning.  However, for most of us, to include in a positive motivation even those people toward whom we feel aversion or attachment, is advanced practice, 'graduate study' you might say.  

Of course the question will come up of 'How do we reduce the resistance to offering these people ( the 'special cases', those toward whom we feel aversion-dislike, or attachment) the same quality of kindness?'  This can only be done through insight, meditation, and continued practice.  

What gets in the way of giving people the same consideration we give to ourselves or our family is ego, or the common attitude of self-centeredness.  This can show itself in a few different ways, such as ignorance, indifference, anger, or attachment to  one's own pleasure.  These are the enemies of valuing others equally.  Sometimes an ego-centered person will be so wrapped up in self-centered concerns that that's all they know.



The turning point, when we can begin to actually have empathy and compassion, happens when we as individuals have gotten freed from suffering and wrong views, at least to some extent.  This is the key.  Without some personal freedom and empathy, compassion can lapse into being just a concept.  But when we can touch on the fact that these other people also wish to be well, to have good things in their life, and that often they too struggle, and have causes for hurt, for sadness in them, then we can reduce our resistance to offering them the very same things that we would want for ourselves.  

To be free enough to know what other people go through is essential.  Then we can move towards giving equal weight to what everyone else hopes for.  Seeing with an equal eye, we can take them into account, knowing their legitimate needs as being as important as our own.  Of course this would change how we are to them, leading to more respect, acceptance and support.  ('What you want, others want also.  So act accordingly!')


With this sense of equality as a basis, then I think it's in our nature for the human heart to mature even further.  And when this happens it becomes possible for us to consider the needs and wishes of other people as being even more important than our own.  We can give greater weight, greater importance to what they hope for, and to what they need in their life.  This is the attitude of self-less service, sacrifice, or altruism.  

We can find that when we give of ourselves in this way it brings us also to life, that actually we are enriched.  We can find that putting others first in our thought and action and helping them brings us the greatest satisfaction.  It feels like this is what life is all about.  The greatest happiness is life is, in some way, to serve.  To love in our nature, to serve, its fulfillment.


When you think about it, this is what it means to become an adult as well.  Think of the love of a child, a teenager, a grownup, a parent, grandparent, and a sage.  At each stage there is more selflessness, generosity of spirit, freedom and joy.  That's because they see more and more the true preciousness of life, and their heart opens.


If we truly see the worth of a person, this will effect what we think of as being important, and will naturally effect what we do.  When we see how beautiful a human being is, it becomes easier to want to give them the best of what we have.  They deserve this.


Seeing how precious living beings are and what they  go through, then out of love and compassion we will want to dedicate ourselves to their happiness, well-being and peace in every way, including our own spiritual practice.  This is only doing what is right.  This is what is appropriate.  Anything less would not be suitable, given our situation.

As Thich Nhat Hahn said, 'When we hear the cries of the world, we must be engaged.'

Having an altruistic motivation means being completely dedicated to serving people in the most effective ways.  When we get to the stage in our learning when we know what can be called the 'suchness' of a human being, and when we know something of what we are capable of in terms of helping, then we can have the intention to benefit them in the fullest possible way.  We can have the intention to help them across to full liberation from suffering, and to the complete fulfillment of their human nature.  We'll feel that this much at least we should do.


In order for our dedication not to be just something abstract, we can think when we see someone, of when someone comes to mind, 'I have a vow in relation to that person'.

Actually, it's not that far to go from our simply wishing others well to personally deciding to act to bring about their benefit.  It's a natural continuation.  This is metta, loving-kindness.

Having this attitude, we can call love, brings strength, and a lot of enthusiasm, which is energy and joy, to one's practice.  It also gives a focus, a sense of purpose.



     For as long as space endures,
     And for as long as living beings remain,
     Until then, may I too abide, 
     To dispel the misery of the world

                  - Shantideva


It is so very worthwhile to set ourselves to go in this direction even once- to determine to personally find what will benefit, and then to carefully, thoroughly cultivate that in ourselves, and share it in as many ways as we can.  
Sometimes at the beginning of a teaching when it is said,
'adjust your motivation', this is what is meant.


The Thirteenth Dalai Lama, Gyalwa Tubten Gyatso said, 

'As the principle Mahayana endeavor is the cultivation of the Bodhimind, in the beginning of each action we should think, "May this work produce benefit and illumination for the sake of all living beings."  This transforms all activities into Bodhisattva deeds.  ('Mahayana': for all) ('Bodhisattva': one who serves with wisdom and compassion) (then:)

'During the action we should meditate upon the bodhimind spirit of enlightenment, and when the activity is complete we should seal it with the dedication, "May this action produce happiness and illumination for the uplifting of the world."


Dedicating ourselves to helping all others, acting with universal love and compassion, and a sense of universal responsibility- that's the most worthwhile thing we can do with our lives.  When we see this, or have some sense of the need and therefore how ultimately worthwhile this is, then we can say, in whatever we do, 'on behalf of all beings...'  We let that guide us.

The Threefold Triple Refuge

To take refuge in something or someone is to go for protection and learning, to place our trust there. We have taken false refuge many times, seeking protection where there is none to be found, in activity, in food or drink or drugs, in wrong ideas.  

When we identify a worthy object of our devotion, something capable of providing true refuge, protection and teaching, we can give up false refuge and affirm our commitment to being true to what we know and trust to be effective.  This is what is meant by taking refuge.  We recognize that this can lead us out of confusion and suffering, to liberation, well-being, lasting peace.  It's natural that we do this for all, and pray that all have this.

Actually, if you think about it, because of our interdependence or how we are related, everything that we do in some way reaches to everyone.  And as we are to one, so we are to all.  This tells me that we have to create the kind of world we want to live in with out every action.  For this reason I look at a person's being in touch with a source of wisdom as being something that can bring the greatest benefit to us all. 

Concerning this refuge, of course, there are questions we need to ask.  To be able to take care of and to benefit self and others we need a teacher.  Where will we find a teacher?  Who is qualified to be a trustworthy guide?  We can only be guided effectively by someone who has understood the mind and emotions.  We can trust ourselves to someone who knows what this life is made of, who has gone completely beyond wrong views, and who has matured and developed fully his or her human qualities.  That person is a trustworthy guide.  That person is a Buddha.  The word 'buddha' means 'one who is awake'.  

'The Buddha', then, can be understood a few different ways.  First, there is the historical Buddha who lived 2500 years ago, and who personally understood the truth and taught the way to freedom and fulfillment.  He is a trustworthy guide, a protector of beings.  

A second way to consider 'Buddha' is to understand it to mean all enlightened beings, Buddhas, realized beings of every tradition, those who have understood and have actualized their understanding of universal truths, beyond tradition.  They are all worthy.  They are all equal, having seen through illusion, having brought forward, expressed their true nature of loving kindness and wisdom.

Third is to see Buddha as our own true nature, and say 
'I take refuge in my own inner wisdom and compassion'.

This is saying that we recognize that we have the seed of Buddhahood (a spark of the divine) in us, and saying we trust that to teach, to guide us.  We rely on that.  
'I take refuge in the Buddha in myself'.

It is perfectly consonant to feel that to take refuge in one is to take refuge in all three, the historical, the poetic meaning, and the inner refuge.  In truth, the three are one.

'I take refuge in the Buddha'.  This is what will help for our own development, activating our own wisdom and honoring that everywhere, in all places and times.


When we say, 'I take refuge in the Dharma', the Dharma is the teaching of the Buddha that brings peace.  It is medicine to be applied in our lives, to be taken.  The Dharma is what was discovered by the Buddha to be the true way life actually works, and it is therefore what he taught, and what is taught by all realized beings.

A second, related way of understanding Dharma is to know Dharma, 'the teachings about the way things are', as everything.  Everything is teaching,  'The mountains and rivers proclaim the Dharma'.  This is Truth, Truth is everywhere.  

The deepest level of truth is found everywhere, in every situation.  It is there to guide us if we look to it unobstructed, with a right intention.  We can take refuge in the Dharma in every situation.  This is living by wisdom.

Third, again, is to recognize this truth in ourself, as ourself.  This is the way things are, tending towards harmony, the increase of happiness, peace.  

Again the three, the historical, poetic and inner are one.  'I take refuge in the Dharma, in the peace and the way to peace in myself'.


'I take refuge in the Sangha', in the same way as above can have three meanings- first as the community of Saints, the Noble Sangha, or the community of monks and nuns, those who have dedicated their lives to understanding, peace, and to living compassionately.  They are the ones who have actualized their Buddha nature to different degrees.  They all have perfect and pure qualities.

The second meaning, is to consider Sangha as everyone and everything, to see them all as family, as support; the air, the food, our parents, teachers, friends, merchants, employers, bus drivers, our government.  To take refuge, 
out of gratitude and a recognition of our interdependence, is from our own side to intend harmony and mutual support.

It's like, 'I take refuge in the Sangha feeling, recognizing our community, our common aims, and our potential to benefit each other through consideration and respect, through our mindfulness, learning and the friendliness we express.'

The third way to consider Sangha is the Sangha in myself, as one's own self-harmony.  The awareness of where we are and the friendliness we have in ourselves.  This is a reliable refuge.  Again Sangha, Sangha, and Sangha, the three are one.


To take refuge, or to go for refuge in the Buddha, Dharma and Sangha means to generate the experience of being under their protection and guidance.  We take refuge until enlightenment at which time we will have become Buddha, completely purified, fully developed.  We ourselves will be a trustworthy refuge.

Refuge can be thought of as our school and close association for the benefit of living beings.  Consider where you are, and what needs exist in the world, in people's lives.  Let that be the mind with which you take refuge.  


To represent that this is for all, if we like we can visualize, or have the sense of our taking refuge as follows:  Our parents and our family are to our right; to our left are our teachers; behind us are our friends; and in front of us are those people we have hurt, and the ones who have hurt us, and those with whom we have had some difficulty at one time; all around us are the rest of all living beings.  We are all sitting together peacefully, and a great feeling of harmony pervades everywhere.  (sometimes I imagine myself holding hands with everyone, or having this sense of being connected)

We can recognize the light from the Three Jewels (Buddha, Dharma, and Sangha) reflecting through us and reaching to all these beings, giving them every happiness.

Thinking of the refuge, we may consider, 'As we are to one so we are to all.'  And 'May my relationship to you (the one with whom we take refuge) bring the greatest benefit to all  beings.'  

Then say:

    (on behalf of all beings) 

    I take refuge, until I attain Enlightenment, 
    in the Buddha, the Dharma, and in the Sangha


That is the first part, taking refuge.

The next part describes the way we can be of benefit, 
the path:

    By the merit that I have developed
    through generosity and other virtues, 
    May I accomplish Buddhahood for the sake of all beings

This refers to the Bodhicitta and the Six Perfections. (generosity, morality, patience, effort, meditation and wisdom) (in Sanskrit: dana, sila, shanti, virya, samadhi, and prajna).

In Bodhicitta Mind, the Six Perfections are there, as well as the Four Limitless States (of Love, Compassion, Joy with Others, and Impartiality, or Equality of View).  One could say that the Six Perfections are the unfolding of Bodhi mind.  This is love.  And these are the ways of love.  

All Mahayana meditations are made of love. (Mahayana, literally 'The Great Way', means that practice is for all.)

When you have even a little of this love it orders your priorities.  It also gives you a lot of very adaptable energy to do what you need to do.

The Six Perfections are called this because they are perfect ways to benefit living beings, and we are encouraged to practice them perfectly, as in perfect generosity, perfect morality, patience, effort, meditation, and perfect wisdom.


The traditional way of saying this part of the verse begins, 'by the merit I have developed through giving and so on...'.  Merit here is positive, creative energy.  This is the actual dynamic of what is called merit.  It is an actual force that is developed in us that produces effects in our lives and in the lives of everyone else.

The perception of suffering should bring compassion, and this compassion should bring the energy to work.  The awareness of suffering with compassion brings the will, intelligence and the strength to change the situation.  This is what is meant by what is called 'means', becoming capable.  It is of the nature to benefit.

'Means', 'method', and 'merit' are terms that are used interchangeably (as in 'the union of method and wisdom').  Sometimes the word 'virtue' is used as well (as in 'by virtue of this action...)

Our being a positive influence should be understood as something to be cultivated and maintained, something that can be gradually developed further, and increased.

It's very useful for us to think kind thoughts, thoughts about helping, and to cultivate the intention to go in this direction.  It is very useful to generate this inner momentum within ourselves.  By itself however, the contemplation would not be enough.  We also need to express these qualities in our words and in our actions.

So we can also think:

   'By the positive creative energy developed through  
    meditating upon and expressing generosity...

or:

   'By the merit (or momentum) I have generated up to this 
    point, and from this point forward will continue to
    generate, increase and improve, of generosity... 


This is the meaning of 'By the merit I have developed through generosity...'



To continue, here is a brief description of the Six Perfections:

Dana-Paramita

'Dana' means giving, and this is usually translated as 'generosity'.  Generosity is giving materially and spiritually, and generosity is giving abundantly.  
It doesn't matter so much if we can't actually give a lot right now.  What matters is the inner attitude, or the intention that we have, to give.

One form of our being generous to others is to study and to practice meditation a lot.  We can be generous in terms of time and in terms of quality; careful, diligent, thorough, precise, joyfully proceeding, taking the next step, wherever we are, whatever our situation.

Generosity can also take the form of our just having an attitude to continue- this is what is important, an attitude of non-abandonment of any living being, and of not stopping our own intention to practice, cultivating what we know can put an end to suffering and bring peace and well being.


I think it's worthwhile to consider that it is the inner nature of an activity that is productive of effects, and not the outer form.

Here is a section from some of my reflections on the Diamond Sutra on this same idea:

Non-reliance

The founder of Tai-chi, Chang San Feng, said as one of the principles for the practice of his exercise system,  'Do not be concerned with form.'  To me this means to keep to the spirit of the practice.  The form will take care of itself.  

What does 'reliance' here mean?  I believe it refers to placing our belief and our hope on a particular form in order to express our fundamental intent.  Even if the particular manner of expression works out that time, 
still we have limited what might otherwise be.  

Maintaining the fundamental is keeping to the heart of our practice, which has the potential to manifest in an infinite number of forms.
Not believing that this must assume a particular form is quite liberating.  We can be fluid in our ideas about what it means to fulfill our nature and the natures of other living beings.  We can fill the many shaped forms of expression as they appear to us.  The important thing is to keep to the essential heart of out practice, and not take our attention away from maintaining the formless spirit of our practice.  Then the forms will fill themselves.


Sila-Paramita

'Sila' means ethics, or morality.  I have heard that one translation 'sila' is 'the attainment of coolness'.  

Another word for ethics is 'sadachara', or 'right conduct'.  Right conduct is heaven on earth.

There is a bit more to be said about the practice of what is called morality.

The ultimate morality, first of all, is being established in wisdom.  Other practices are relative means, a support for having wisdom, at which time what is done with effort will be effortless.  This should be known so that what is a relative means is not taken to be an end in itself.

The moral precepts all intend keeping back from harming others or one's self, and instead doing actions that benefit.  I read that the Sanskrit word 'ahimsa', usually translated as 'non-violence' or 'not killing' actually means
not causing pain.

Reb Anderson wrote something a few years back that had the line 'Do not kill life'.  I think that covers a lot.

In general, it is selfish or self-centered actions that lead to confusion and suffering, while selfless actions lead to clarity and wisdom, as well as bring happiness, to others and to one's own self. 

Basic morality can be thought of in different ways, such as keeping the traditional Five Precepts of not killing, not stealing, not lying, not engaging in sexual misconduct, and not taking intoxicants.

As Eight Precepts, along with these five are added not adorning the body, not sleeping on high or luxurious beds, and not eating after noon (or at inappropriate times).

As Ten Precepts, along with the basic five are added not speaking of faults of others, not praising yourself while abusing others, not sparing Dharma assets, not indulging in anger, and not slandering the Three Treasures.

Seeing the end of an action isn't always easy, but it is necessary to have the happiness, well-being and peace we all seek, and to share this and encourage this in other people and in the world.

We shouldn't underestimate a single action.  The seed of a negative or a positive action can have many branches, many fruit.

In the Jewish tradition it is taught that we should 'put a hedge around the law', which means we have laws and precepts so that we don't even get close to wrong actions.

At times The Ten Non-virtuous Actions are given as killing, stealing, sexual misconduct, lying, harsh speech, divisive speech and idle chatter, greed (as craving, grasping or attachment to sense pleasures) anger, and ignorance.  

The opposite of these are to protect life, to give or to protect the property of others, to bring harmony in relationships, to speak truthfully, gently, with kindness, to try to promote harmony through speaking, and to speak meaningfully, generosity (or letting go, non-attachment), kindness, and having wisdom.  

The subject of ethics can also include keeping whatever vows we have taken, such as the Four Bodhisattva Vows:

    'Beings are numberless, I vow to save them.
     Delusions are inexhaustible, I vow to end them.
     Dharma doors 
     (ways to understand what is to be understood)  
     are limitless, I vow to enter them.
     The Buddha's way is unsurpassable, I vow to become it.'


Another expression of precepts, based on universal love and compassion are the Eight Verses on Training the Mind.
(here follows my own version, adapted from different sources)

  With a determination to accomplish the highest welfare
  for all living beings, 
  who each surpass even a wish-fulfilling jewel 
  in their preciousness,
  To contribute as much as I can to their having
  every pure temporary and ultimate happiness,
  I will learn to hold them all supremely dear

  When among others I will put all others first 
  I will think of myself last among all
  and hold others to be more important then myself, 
  from the very depths of my heart

  I will learn to search into my mind, 
  and long before an afflictive emotion 
  or mistaken conception appears,
  endangering self and others,
  I will firmly face and avert it

  When meeting with those who have 
  particularly strong sins and sufferings
  I will regard them as precious to me,
  I will do all I can for them, 
  I will give them everything I have
  
  When others treat me badly, with slander, abuse and so on,
  I will accept all loss, think nothing of it, 
  and always offer all victories to them

  When one I have benefited hurts me
  I will learn to see that one as my own Supreme Guru

  In short, I will learn to offer all help and happiness,
  all health and peace to all beings, 
  both directly and indirectly,
  and at the same time I will remove, 
  completely and permanently, 
  as much suffering as these beings may have

  I will keep these practices undiminished by the usual 
  worldly preoccupations (material gain and loss, physical    
  pain and  pleasure, praise and criticism, and fame
  and obscurity (or bad reputation))
  and by knowing appearances as insubstantial, 
  I will be without the limitations that accompany 
  ego-grasping


Two more important aspects of ethical conduct need to be mentioned.  Included within morality are the practice of guarding the sense bases (so that delusion cannot develop or take hold), and the practice of confession, which is the purification of past negativities.

With confession we change the tendencies or habit energy for wrong action that is left over from our past unenlightened action.  Confession-purification that is effective is made of penance (or recognition and release) and the resolve to do better, turning the mind in a healthy or appropriate direction (through generating bodhicitta, and devotion) and awakening or further producing that energy by the actions of our body, speech and mind.


I've only said this much on this subject because I feel that moral integrity is the most important quality for a person to have.  This applies at every stage of development.

At a certain point, ethics is loving kindness, ethics is bodhicitta mind.

'Integrity' means consistency.  It means holding together, and abiding by the law of our true nature, and the rules set down that represent the truth of the way.

It is by being a moral person that we are protected from many mistakes, many avoidable sufferings.  It expels faults as if they were poison.  And having good, sound ethics is truly the basis for everything that follows in terms of our maturation, health, stability of mind and emotion, and our learning.  It is the foundation for all right relationships,
all along the way.


To continue the brief description of the Six Perfections:

Shanti-Paramita

The word 'shanti' means 'peace'.  This is usually translated, in the context of the Six Perfections, as 'patience'.  Overall, this means having equanimity and peacefulness in the course of our life and work.

A contemporary teacher tells us that the Sanskrit word for patience also means forgiveness.  This practice of patience then, is to be without retaliation, and without anger.

Patience also means to be without impatience, in the sense of not hurrying, but rather giving things the time they deserve, and this is important, especially when pursuing a worthwhile study or in benefiting others.

When we meet with some pain or difficulty, this patience has the quality of tolerance, or forbearance.


Patience implies having a goal, and resistance.
It can be either resistance to what we want, in which case it's a matter of waiting and persistence, leaning gently and keeping an eye for when the way is clear and we can proceed.

It can also be resistance to our own self, intentionally,
to counter our own momentum, in which case patience is waiting and watching ourselves until the inner quality is right before proceeding.  

These are both a form of discipline that has an idea or an aim in mind, and sees the bigger picture.  It is maturity knowing ahead of time the outcome of our action or 
non-action.


An example of when we need patience:

There is a time for everything.  When the mind is tired, it cannot do its best work.  Just like a body would need to be gradually built up first before proceeding to anything that needs more strength, so it is with the mind.

When the mind is 'run down', before it can have knowledge, develop within itself the means of inquiry, or see fully to resolve conflicts, its' basic strength first has to be replenished.  We do this best by the practice of peace, calming the mind and emotion and not doing anything, 
or doing as little that requires exertion as we can.  

For a time, this is the only discipline we are allowed, 
resting the mind, and seeing that it doesn't wander.
Just be mindful and let the mind naturally come back by itself.  This is how we settle the mind.  Left to itself the mind will renew itself.

Practice just peace.  And this may be enough.  However, not doing, or non-activity may be difficult, especially if there is the habit energy of being active.  But if this is not appropriate we should see this again and again, as many times as is necessary, and let go of unnecessary or untimely activities.

In this way the mind gradually becomes strong again.  
It again develops clarity and ability.  Then all the tasks the mind may take up will have a good result.


Virya-Paramita

The practice of effort means diligence; careful, sustained, thorough effort.  This has the connotation of energy, vigor, or strength.  It is sometimes called  'joyous effort',  'perseverance', or 'zeal'.  This is what gets rid of laziness.

Pabonkha Rinpoche says, 'Perseverance is delight in any virtue.'  And, 'Perseverance is, by nature, delight in performing virtue.  It is the best means of carrying a virtue through to completion.'


'Four Right Efforts' are described as- preventing the development of unskillful or unwholesome states that have not arisen; eliminating unskillful states that have already developed; developing within ourselves the skillful or wholesome states that have not yet developed, and bringing to full development the wholesome or skillful states that we have already begun to develop.


When we speak of effort or energy here, the meaning is sometimes that of performing an activity with great energy, or with strength.  It can also be described as having a resolute, indomitable will.  When a person has such dedication or determination, much energy flows from that quality of mind.  This is the relationship between aspirational and engaging bodhicitta. (altruistic motivation)


Having what can be called 'iron determination', however, doesn't mean being mindlessly stubborn as to form.  In fact, such a will is supremely adaptable to the needs of the moment.  This is not weakness, rather, it is strength and consistency through and through.

In the Buddhist Eight-Fold Noble Path, (of Right View, Right Thought, Right Speech, Right Action, Right Livelihood, Right Effort, Right Mindfulness , and Right Meditation), the word 'Right' indicates that this is something balanced, appropriate.  

Having immovable will, we do whatever is necessary to express, or to actualize our intention.


Lama Lodo speaks of the dedication and joyful quality of bodhisattva activity as follows:

'Out of the dharmakaya of emptiness, the luminosity of compassion takes the form of the sambogakaya deities, enlightened manifestations.  They enjoy benefiting sentient beings.

'How do they enjoy?  They will go one million times to hell to liberate one being from the suffering of hell.  
One million times they will go to hell to help one sentient being to be free, and never be discouraged.  They enjoy it, actually, to help sentient beings,  They need help, 
they enjoy helping them.  That is called enjoyment body. 
They take that aspect.

'Peaceful, gentle if that helps.  If this doesn't work, they will not give up, they may bring a semi-wrathful form.  
If that won't help, then a wrathful form.  If that does not help, then they bring all power, all wisdom, all compassion.
To never give up, that is enlightened activity.

'We try and help, and sometimes if people do not accept our help we give up, we say it's o.k., we let go, but they never give up, never stop until that are able to place them in enlightenment.  That is enlightened activity, sambogakaya activity.'

Who stayed the hand raised in anger
and how did it happen that someone was moved to give?
Where did a person actually find the strength to save a life?

Somewhere, someone made a vow
to serve


When did meditation become so easy?, 
and when did laughter decide to return?
Why did this sheltered place, as if out of nowhere, appear?

Someone is praying
Someone has given over their life


And there will be a harvest
Estranged friends and family will meet again
A fever has broken,
A passage is clear

Someone has found the treasure!
New life is on the way


Comfort enters a home, 
as if in person
A writer with something to say find his words, 
his touch again
A falling person  hangs  suspended  in mid-air
and is startled, but he knows what has happened

Somewhere quite a clear decision has been made,
a brightness simplifying every arrangement


So write on, sing on, play on,
this verse continues as long as there are growing things
As some eternal spring has been tapped
and its streams flow to meet all the weary 
with welcomed, unexpected grace



Samadhi-Paramita

What is referred to as meditation can include meditation for renewal; the practice of developing certain qualities within ourselves (this is sometimes called 'contemplation');
calm abiding meditation; and, insight meditation.

Each of these has a different purpose, a different, necessary function.  There is a time for each one, depending on what we need.

Traditionally, in the context of the Six Perfections, meditation refers to calm abiding.  This means to be without distraction or dullness of mind.  It means, in a relaxed way, giving our whole awareness to something.  Shantideva said that calm abiding is the ground of all meditation.  Like the other perfections, this is an essential practice.

It is best if the quality of mind that is calm, stable and clear (as in clarity of recognition) is cultivated at times separately, and then in everything that we do.

For calm abiding meditation, to pacify the mind, many traditions use a simple method of counting the breaths.
With back straight, attention is placed on the movement of the abdomen, following the inhalation and exhalation.
A person counts from one to ten, then starts over again at one.  

It's taught that the breath should be 'held' in a manner that is not too loose or too tight, but 'as if holding a cherished object in one's hands'.

Also, as Bokar Rinpoche says, we should not feel that we are in a small, dark place when meditating.  Instead we should feel that we are out in wide open spaces, where everything is quite clear all around us.


A gatha, or 'meditation poem' can also be used with the 
in and out-breath, to focus and to calm body and mind.  


One gatha is:

            In - Out
            Flower - Fresh
            Mountain - Solid
            Water - Reflecting
            Space - Free


Each line can be done as many times as one likes.

Another gatha, (with one line per breath) is:
   
            I arrive
            I am home
            In the here
            And the now
            I feel solid
            I feel free
            In the ultimate
            I dwell

(these gathas are by Thich Nhat Hahn)

A person can also follow the movement of the abdomen with the in and out-breath without any additional commentary.


To wake up and steady the mind, and for a change of pace, 
to 'freshen' the mind, walking meditation can be done in a similar manner.  Attention is placed on the breathing and on the contact between the feet and the ground.  This is very soothing, very relaxing.

One method for walking meditation is to measure the length of the breath by the number of steps that are taken with the in-breath and out-breath.  (one, two, three, four...one, two, three, four...)(if walking more slowly, 'one,..two...
one...two...')

Or, if it is preferred, a person can use a gatha or can just quietly follow his or her breath and the feeling of the foot touching the ground.

I have found that having the following attitude to be very helpful: instead of trying to meditate as well as you think you should be able to, just do the best you can always.

Ajaan Chaa said 'Just be aware if your mind is concentrated 
a little or a lot.  This way it will develop on its own.'
Such a method of 'dharma control' is based on mindfulness.

Many teachers caution that we should not over-do it, and that we should stop our session when meditation is still pleasant.  Then we will look forward to walking, or sitting practice again.  They say, 'Think in the long term, develop your mind, and relax.'


The practice of calm abiding is something to be cultivated and maintained over the course of our whole life.  As we will find, so much is dependant upon this type of meditation.  When we have a sense of how important this is we will have the motivation to practice.

It is by letting the mind settle that we can have truer perception; and by being aware and calm, and staying with one object, we develop the penetrative powers of the mind.

Eventually, when we see some stability is achieved, this quality of mind that is calm, clear, and able to stay with one object should be brought together with the practice of wisdom.  This is what is meant by the union of samatha and vipassana (calm and insight).  

This is meditation's most important use.  Only when meditation is practiced as stability and insight together can we transform ego-grasping, and effect changes in how we experience the world, ourselves and other people.  

Maintaining a good quality, we should gradually increase the length and number of sessions.  Then this meditation that is strong and clear has to be practiced over a long period of time.  This is how we progress from the suffering of afflictive emotion to freedom of mind, and health.

Prajna-Paramita

Wisdom, as the Perfection of Wisdom, is both relative, seeing what will benefit in a particular situation, and also being established in the truth state, in this moment being clear, without the least trace of wrong view.

The Buddha is quoted as saying that, 'Wisdom is the means by which we can purify ourselves'.

The Wisdom he refers to is the realization of ego-lessness, and non-duality.  Having this liberating insight is sometimes called the experience of 'emptiness'.  As one teacher said, ego-lessness is not that the ego exists, and then we get rid of it, but instead it means that we see the ego never did exist in the way we once believed.


When we search into our own body and mind for what we call
'I', or for what we are called by name, we find that what we usually hold to be an 'I', or a 'me' is a fiction, a concept.  We have mistaken the ego to be what we, ourselves, actually are, and what other people actually are.  

'I'-grasping ignorance manifests especially strongly when experiencing either anger or attachment.  (When the mind 'stops', it means you think you've reached the end of that dharma.)

This ego-grasping is the root of all problems.  It is the cause of the emotional afflictions.  Ego grasping is also called 'self-grasping ignorance', or 'dual-grasping ignorance'.  Ultimately, this has no basis.

Discriminating wisdom completely destroys the ignorance of ego-grasping, the cause of suffering.  It cuts through the concrete sense of 'self'-existence.  

One of the meanings of the images of destruction in mythology and iconography, in fact, is the destruction of the ignorance of ego-grasping.  They refer to that transformation of experience.

How are we to approach deeply knowing this for ourselves?

Upon investigation we find that, along with unawareness, one of the things that perpetuates self-grasping is self-cherishing, or the attachment to 'one's' own pleasure.  

So we can see why the practices of morality and compassion are recommended, to first pacify the gross manifestations of ego.  Then we can go further through meditation.


There are different ways of approaching the cultivation of wisdom.  One is through analysis, as mentioned above.  

We look carefully for what we are called by name, for the 'I' throughout our body, sensations, mental formations (also called 'tendencies), and consciousness.  After seeing that there's nothing to find, no 'I' at all there, don't look any further- you've already found it, just rest your mind with that, familiarize yourself with that.


We can practice alternating samatha and vipassana (calm and insight) meditation, and then combine the two.  


There is a line in 'Heartwood of the Bodhi Tree', by Buddhahasa Bhikku, 'Nothing whatsoever should be grasped as 'I' or 'mine'.  We can also say, 'Don't grasp anything created by the mind as being real.'  And, not even 'emptiness' should be grasped.  These are good to remember and meditate on.  


   Meditate one-pointedly on the absence of constructs
   as your own true nature
   Meditation on emptiness destroys thought forms
   like taking a hatchet to balsa wood

  (or, as one teacher said, 'like a snowflake in a furnace')


Another way to the realization of our nature is through a more intuitive approach.  There are times in practicing meditation when mindfulness, (as retention (stability) and clear comprehension), opens up and becomes Awareness, or Wisdom, a self-knowing state.  All paths and practices are contained in this state.

Rest your mind in a state of natural ease, without grasping or holding anything, and with your mind very clear and aware, very sharp and precise.  Familiarize yourself with that.


Knowing emptiness is also called 'knowing the true nature of mind'.  This is not a concept.  It is not a mental modification.  It is unconditioned.  This is the 'absence of obstruction to the intuitive sense'.  It is openness and clarity.  It is Peace, purity and perfection.  This is a peace that by itself is creative.


We can take up whichever method for cultivating insight we prefer, whatever works for us.  Whatever our approach, however, we will need both of these elements- of stability, and reason, or discriminating awareness.  


We should also understand the need for our own continued application.  We have 'practiced' self-grasping, or 'I' grasping for a long time.  We may have done it day and night, but this has all been delusion.

If all it took to be without wrong view was to have it explained once, then the practice would be very easy.  But what happens is that thoughts that are the product of past thought and experience arise in us like a wave, and again there is wrong view, some negative experience or afflictive emotion.  

Even when these negative experiences are not that noticeable, the potential for them can still be there, waiting to be triggered.  A discerning mind will see if it is so.  For example, we can find within ourselves the subtle sense of 'attachment (or anger) without an object'.  This is the awareness of a tendency.  Wisdom practice progressively destroys wrong view and afflictive emotion, both in their manifest and latent forms.  With stronger, and deeper realization, and continued practice, we can reach the stage where realization is complete.  

There is no doubt that we need to develop subtlety and strength of mind, and consistency in practice.  So it's important that we try to cultivate discriminating wisdom both in meditation and in the course of our daily lives.  When there is ego-grasping we should first be aware when this is happening.  (We can think: 'I have an illusion that looks like you')  Then we should practice 'cutting through', or seeing through, and being without self-grasping.  (Imaginings disappear.  Don't traffic in fictions!)


Although selfishness and 'I' grasping ignorance are sometimes deeply ingrained tendencies, and although they may take quite a bit of application on our part to change, still this is something that is possible for us to accomplish. 
We should know this.  And it is something that is most worthwhile- it is the way to our own liberation from suffering, and to our being able to help others.


We should each do our best to maintain the supports for having a correct insight practice.  We are so much more than ego; not small, not separate, nothing mundane here.  A person is something inconceivable, 'ungraspable and non-deceptive'.  To know this, however, and to meditate with this recognition, we need to have much good, appreciative, affectionate energy.  We need to have cleared away a lot of the remainders of negative thought and feeling.  And we need, to some extent, to have developed stability of mind, and sharp, clear awareness.  It means merit, purification, and a lot of quiet meditation.

There are many levels to the cultivation of Prajna, or Wisdom, and all along the way our understanding naturally leads to having more kindness, compassion and generosity.  It has to be this way because we can see more of the worth of living beings, and we can also see the mistakes of mind that people make that lead to suffering, and how much of it is unnecessary.  

Out of our own freedom then we can have empathy, and this together with our own capacity to help brings a sense of responsibility towards other people.  Since the way we share what we know is through our own practice, we'll want to realize further and give of ourselves, in line with the wish, 'May all be free from self-clinging.'


The development of wisdom is, then, the main point of one's own study and practice.  It is the basis for our service.

Through the practice of the Six Perfections, for this is the method, we say, 

'May I accomplish Buddhahood for the sake of all beings'

Buddhahood is the completely purified, fully perfected state.  What is purified is wrong views, ego grasping and afflictive emotion and their traces, or tendencies.  What is perfected or fully developed are all good qualities of loving kindness, lucid intelligence and skill in means.  This is the stage that is of the greatest benefit for us.  

'For the sake of all beings...' affirms again our intention, and states the nature of Buddhahood as well.


      As long as diseases afflict living beings,
      May I be the doctor, the medicine, 
      And also the nurse who restores them to health

      May I fall as rain to increase the harvests
      That must feed living beings
      And in times of dire famine, 
      May I myself serve as food and drink
    
             
This verse by Shantideva speaks of the quality of love that is our true nature.  All who follow the path of awakening will find this quality.  At the same time all practitioners need to be careful in order not to produce just another ego, this time a so-called 'spiritual ego'.  Right understanding can keep this from happening.  We should meditate with the understanding that we are all just doing what we can to live out this one true nature as much as we can, in all situations.


All beings have the potential for Buddhahood, which is the Buddha Nature, or the essentially pure, divine nature within.  

One way of looking at the verse for refuge and altruism, the Six Perfections, and dedication is that they can all be considered what are called 'resultant path practices'.  This means that their basis is something we already have within us, (which is the same nature as the result), and that they are meditations all oriented towards generating (bringing forth, or actualizing) the experience of that pure quality of mind, that pure quality of being.


I hope saying this much will prove helpful to some.  Personally, I've found it useful to consider these things.

There is a relationship between more extensive explanations  and our own contemplations of these subjects, and their more brief expressions, such as a verse of poetry or aspiration.  The longer descriptions and our own thought and feeling enrich what comes to mind when we see even just one symbol or hear just a few words.

At times, a single experience may be all that we need.  We may have the feeling that it contains everything.  'A single ray of bodhicitta contains the all of bodhicitta'.


The verse:
 
    (on behalf of all beings)
    I take refuge, until I attain Enlightenment, 
    in the Buddha, the Dharma, and in the Sangha.
    
    By the merit that I have developed 
    through generosity and other virtues, 
    May I accomplish Buddhahood for the sake of all beings,

then, is a mnemonic device.  It is meant to call to mind what we know of the meaning of refuge and bodhicitta.  The more we learn about them, the fuller our experience will be when we think of these words.

Dedication

The practice of our always having dedication toward living beings is like our always giving a gift of ourselves.  

Then, as we meet with those toward whom we dedicate our practice, it's easy to 'give it over' to them, in our thoughts at least, if not in the more tangible form of words and actions.  

We can see that we don't have to wait to practice feeling dedication.  The present time is the time to practice.  

One way to do this dedication is just to have love, and to feel, 'Whatever is good, whatever peace or understanding I experience, instantly, that same moment, may all beings receive that too.'  When we have this feeling this is 
non-conceptual.

It is also tradition, which lends power, to make a formal dedication prayer at the end of a particular practice.  When we do this we are once again affirming our intention, of giving a positive influence, and we are sending this out.  The dedication also says that we know our practice to be effective.  This is therefore an expression of our wishes, and of our faith, or trust and confidence.


     May each person receive the entire benefit 
     of this practice

     and by the merit of this practice
     may all beings be free, 
     may they all have good health, comfort and ease,   
     realization, and fulfillment

