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The great Nagarjuna once said that, in this world, if someone were to put rubbish or vomit into a precious, golden bejewelled container,  then that person would be considered very foolish or stupid indeed. 
We need to reflect on this statement as individuals  and look at our own situation. We have now achieved the precious human rebirth and met  the teachings of the Buddha. We call ourselves Buddhists and there are many of us who have taken the different levels of vows and commitments. But instead of accumulating virtue, we spend our time committing  negativities. That is both  very unskilful and unwise. When we find that we are in such a situation, we need to pull ourselves out of that situation. The negative actions that we accumulate come from a  negative motivation and the three mental poisons. Therefore,  it is important for us to try to reduce the three mental poisons in our minds, as was explained in the previous lesson. 
We have attachment for friends, relatives and loved ones and we have hatred or anger for those we do not like. The stronger the negative emotions involved,  the actions that are motivated by such negative emotions will also be much stronger. For example, when one’s attachment is very strong, when that attachment causes us to engage in negative actions then, correspondingly, those actions will also be very powerful. It is, therefore, very important for us to work very hard to reduce  the strength of the three mental poisons.
As mentioned in the previous lesson, one of the best ways to reduce the strength of our negative emotions is to reflect on impermanence. By reflecting on impermanence, we can weaken our feelings of attachment, desire, hatred and so forth. For example, to reduce hostility or hatred towards one’s enemy or someone one dislikes, it is helpful to reflect on how that object of anger is, by nature, impermanent. Oneself is also impermanent. When we reflect well on impermanence, it will help us to reduce the intensity of our hatred for that person. We should reflect on how that person whom  we dislike would  definitely die one day and the uncertainty of when that the person would pass away. 

We should also  reflect on the fear that we would encounter at the time of our own deaths. When  we entertain our negative emotions, we create negativities that lead to suffering and great fear in the intermediate state. Those negative emotions will throw us into the lower realms.
Instead of harbouring hatred or anger towards a particular person, we should reflect that that person would definitely die one day and, although the time of death is uncertain, that person would probably experience great fear at both  the time of death and in the intermediate state and might be reborn in the lower realms because of his own negative feelings of hostility and  hatred. By reflecting on how that person is under the control of his own negative emotions and karma, it  becomes possible for us to generate compassion for him instead of hostility or hatred. 
We can reflect in the same way towards our loved ones. 
We are not suggesting here that friends or enemies do not exist. What we are trying to do  is to reduce the negative emotions that are usually associated with our friends and foes. In the case of our friends, our relatives and our loved ones, we can do the same reflection in order to reduce our attachment to them. In the same way, they will die one day and it is uncertain when they will die. They also have to experience suffering and fear at the time of death and in the intermediate state. They may  also take rebirth in the lower realms where they will  experience many different kinds of sufferings. By reflecting in this way, we substitute the attachment or desire we have for them with  compassion. 
Then what about ourselves? We should reflect on how we are impermanent in nature. We are under the control of our negative emotions and karma and this being the case, there will be always be suffering. We will probably experience great fear and suffering at the time of our deaths and  in the intermediate state.  If we are reborn in the lower realms, then again we have to experience great suffering. By reflecting on these different points, we develop renunciation. We need to reflect on this and try to put it into practise.
Of course, it will be very difficult for us to remove our afflictions from the root now but by reflecting on these points, we can at least reduce the strength of the three mental poisons when they manifest. For example, when desire or strong anger is manifest, we need to reduce the strength of these negative emotions. The way to do that is to reflect on these points, such as  impermanence. This is something we must do.
At this time, we have achieved the precious human body and we have the opportunity to listen to and discuss the Mahayana teachings. We accept that if we were to engage in negative actions, we would have to take rebirth in the lower realms. We accept the existence of hell and the lower realms. We also accept the possibility of higher rebirths as humans and gods. Therefore, we  know much more than those who have had no exposure to such teachings.
When, in spite of  knowing  this, our negative emotions actually increase along the way, then we should do something about it.  We may have some knowledge of the teachings of the Buddha, compared to many others, but when it comes to the practice of trying to reduce the negative emotions, instead of reducing them, they are actually on the increase (e.g. if we engage in ways to harm others), then we will  be just as Nagarjuna described - very foolish and stupid. 
We may know a lot so when we meet with difficulties,  we should try to apply and get some benefit from  our knowledge.  It seems that, sometimes, we are not able to use and apply the knowledge and information we have. So, at times of difficulty, the suffering seems to become worse or the bad experiences seem to be much more difficult to handle. This should not be the case. 
iv) Reflecting on the way in which negativities bring about fear

1. Death is certain as you cannot add to your lifespan yet it decreases without respite and to die while still possessing negativities is fearful

2. One will have to experience suffering in this life as well if negativities are not purified
a. Friends and loved ones cannot protect you from the suffering of losing one’s life if negativities are not cleansed

b. The fear that comes from not performing meritorious acts

c. The anguish of regret
3. The reason great fear arises

4. The way in which [negativities] cause one to be tormented by suffering in future lives





We have studied outline (2a) in the previous lesson. When we do not  purify our negativities, even our friends and loved ones cannot protect us from the suffering of dying. We also looked at outline (2b) on  experiencing the fear that comes from not performing virtue. 


What will protect us at the time of death? It is our accumulation of virtue. Since there is nothing that will benefit us except the virtue that we have collected, we need to accumulate virtuous actions.

c. The anguish of regret



This verse refers to generating regret. It begins with “O Protectors!” One is calling the buddhas and bodhisattvas, who are in the nature of great compassion, and declaring to them, ‘I  have engaged in so many negative actions to sustain my loved ones, motivated by attachment and to defeat and harm my enemies because of not knowing how everything is impermanent, how it is pointless and meaningless to work for the affairs of this life. I have engaged in negativities with my body, speech and mind, not having faith and conviction in karma and forgetting that I have to die with all these fears. I am now generating regret for my ignorance.’
One invokes the buddhas and bodhisattvas and  generates regret for the negativities that are motivated by the three mental poisons, which will throw one into the lower realms.
3. The reason great fear arises 


The analogy used here is of a person being led to a place where he will be tortured. The sign that this person is very  terrified is the change in his appearance. If that were the case with the person who is being led to the torture chamber, then, what would  happen to us when, due to the power of karma and negative emotions, we experienced  the terrifying visions of seeing the frightening messengers of death who would be much more powerful than ordinary beings? When we have such visions, we would be far more frightened than the person going to the torture chamber. If we had accumulated very powerful negativities, then at the time of death, we would have frightening visions of being led away by the messengers of death with our hands and legs in chains. This is the reason why great fear can arise even in this life.
4. The way in which [negativities] cause one to be tormented by suffering in future lives

When we take rebirth in the hell realms in our next life and we have visions of the hell guardians, we shall  generate great fear and experience great mental suffering. Despite looking everywhere for refuge and protection, we shall not be able to find an object of refuge. Because of not being able to find refuge or protection anywhere, our minds will be enveloped in gloom, as mentioned in the root text. Therefore, we should go for refuge from this very moment,  at this time when we have a human body, when we have received  the teachings of the Buddha and we have met with guides who can show us what are the things  to be abandoned and what are to be cultivated. At this point,  we need to practise  pure refuge.
We must go for refuge to the Three Jewels from this moment on. When we are already in the lower realms and in the hell realms, we shall be experiencing great suffering. If we  started looking for help then, it would be too late and nothing could be done. Before this happens, we should go for refuge now.
Verses [27] to [46]  discuss  the first power, the power of eradication, of the four powers. In essence, there are different ways to generate regret in the extensive presentation. 

b) The second power: The power of the support foundation

i) From this very moment, rely on the refuge of the Three Jewels

ii) Rely on the children of the Conquerors who possess powerful aspirational prayers

iii) Having gone for refuge, practice in accord with their instructions

i) From this very moment, rely on the refuge of the Three Jewels


Verse [47] starts with the word “Therefore”. This shows it is related to what we have earlier discussed. One should take refuge right now because of the fear of having to experience great suffering in the lower realms, when it would be too late. Because of the fear of not finding any refuge when  one takes rebirth in the hell realms, therefore one should go for refuge to the Three Jewels from now on.
I now seek refuge in the Buddhas who protect the world

First, we go for refuge to the Buddha, the protector, who possesses the fully developed power to protect us and eliminate our fears. The Buddha is also someone who is always working hard for sentient beings.  ‘From this very moment on, I shall go for refuge to the Buddha.’

 We also take refuge in the Dharma that will protect us from the fear of cyclic existence. The Dharma is what the Buddha has realised. When we refer to
the Dharma Jewel, there is the conventional Dharma Jewel which are the 12 divisions of scripture and the ultimate Dharma Jewel which refers to the true paths and true cessations. We also take refuge in the bodhisattvas who are abiding on the different grounds. To all of them, we go for refuge.

The root text mentions the word “purely” in “I purely seek refuge.”  It is explained, in some commentaries, that one’s refuge should be done without deceit or dissimulation. One’s practice of refuge should not be tainted by doubt. The power of the foundation refers to the practice of refuge in the Three Jewels. As explained before, Buddha is the Teacher of refuge, the Dharma is the actual refuge and the sangha are the people who help us in our practice of refuge. We go for refuge to the Three Jewels by knowing these distinctions. 

ii) Rely on the children of the Conquerors who possess powerful aspirational prayers

[The eight great close sons of the Buddha are Samantabhadra, Manjushri, Avalokiteshvara, Akashagarbha, Kshitigarbha, Sarvanivaranaviskambini, Maitreya and Vajrapani]
One is going for refuge to the 8 great close sons of the Buddha while trembling with fear.  We are motivated to go to them for refuge because of our fear of the suffering of the lower realms.
We also offer our bodies to our Protector Avalokiteshvara, someone who infallibly acts with compassion. He is in the nature of great compassion; all his activities and his conduct do not contradict this mind of compassion. 
These 8 great bodhisattvas possess the power to protect us from our fear of suffering. We are offering ourselves completely to the 8 great bodhisattvas with the intention of seeking their help and protection. Once we offer ourselves completely to them, they will protect us. 
We have discussed the practice of offering our bodies in the previous lesson. There are many reasons for doing this practice of making offering of our bodies. By doing so, we reduce our attachment to our  bodies and  we become the followers or entourage of the bodhisattvas. It also  reminds us to engage in the bodhisattva practices.
The practice of offering our bodies is also performed  in relation to the Buddha and to the guru. For example, when we entrust ourselves completely to our gurus, then we shall  not experience any difficulties when we are advised to do certain things by the gurus. When  we can entrust and surrender ourselves or completely to the gurus, then when it comes to accomplishing their wishes or following their advice, we will do so willingly and enthusiastically. All of us find difficulty in accomplishing the wishes or advice of our gurus because we are not able to  entrust or surrender ourselves completely  to our spiritual masters. Because of this, we are not enthusiastic about or dislike carrying out their wishes or advice. Difficulties also arise when the wishes of the gurus go against our own wishes.
This outline is talks about going for refuge to the 8 close sons of the Buddha and entrusting and offering ourselves and our bodies completely to them. These 8 great close sons of the Buddha had made very powerful aspirational prayers, hence the heading “Rely on the children of the Conquerors who possess powerful aspirational prayers”. 
Sometimes when we walk, we need to rely on a walking stick. For someone who has taken many commitments and vows, which they have transgressed, they should rely on bodhisattva Akashagarba (Essence of Space) to purify these transgressions and violations, by making prostrations and offerings to him. 
Vajrapani works to remove the opposing conditions of the bodies , speech and minds of the buddhas of the three times. From the time these buddhas generate bodhicitta till the  time they achieve enlightenment, and from the time they turn the 
Wheel of Dharma till they pass away to nirvana - throughout these periods, Vajrapani will be present to help eliminate the opposing conditions to their bodies, speech and minds. The common explanation is that Vajrapani works  to protect oneself from obstacles. From the tantric viewpoint, Vajrapani is the embodiment of the fully developed powers of the buddhas. He is called Vajrapani because he holds a vajra in his hand. In Tibetan is chagna dorje –chag is hand, dorje is vajra and na is in. Literally, it means ‘vajra in hand’. Vajrapani is the supreme protector who protects us from the opposing conditions of the body, speech and mind. 
We go for refuge to the 8 great bodhisattvas to protect us from the fear of having to take rebirths in the lower realms. We should cultivate the habit of being able to remember them and hold them in our minds all the time. When problems arise, we should be able to remember them immediately. It is the same with deity practices, in visualising deities and reciting mantras. The point is to be familiar with them.  When our fear arises, we should  spontaneously remember them . If we are familiar with the different buddhas and bodhisattvas, we may even dream of them. When we are familiar with them, we can rely on them. At the time of death, when we are faced with the  suffering of fear, because we are familiar with them, we will remember them and think of them at the crucial moment. They will be able to protect us then. 
iii) Having gone for refuge, practise in accord with their instructions


We had transgressed the advice of the Three Jewels and had not engaged in virtue but now, seeing how samsara is limitless with all its sufferings , we go for refuge to the Three Jewels. We should practice the essential points of abandoning non-virtue and cultivating virtue. One is saying, ‘I will now practise in accordance with the instructions of what is to be abandoned and what is to be cultivated and by doing so, please swiftly clear away my fears.’
In summary, the power of the foundation includes both the practice of going for refuge to the Three Jewels and the practice of relying on the 8 close sons of the buddhas. Once we have gone for the refuge, we need to practice in accordance with the instructions. This is the meaning of the second power: the power of the foundation.
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[ 53 ]


Previously I transgressed your advice,


But now upon seeing this great fear


I go to you for refuge.


By doing so may this fear be swiftly cleared away.








[ 49 ]


I, trembling with fear


Offer myself to Samantabhadra;


To Manjughosha also


I make a gift of my body.





[ 50 ]


To the Protector Avalokiteshvara


Who infallibly acts with compassion,


I utter a mournful cry,


“Please protect this evil-doer!”


[ 51 ]


In my search for refuge


I cry from my heart


For Akashagarba, Ksitigarbha


And all the Compassionate Protectors.


[ 52 ]


And I seek refuge in Vajrapani,


Upon the sight of whom all harmful beings


Such as the messengers of death


Flee in terror to the four quarters.








[ 47 ]


Therefore I now seek refuge


In the Buddhas who protect the world,


Who strive to shelter all that lives


And with great strength eradicate all fear.


[ 48 ]


Likewise I purely seek refuge


In the Dharma they have realized


That clears away the fears of cyclic existence,


And also in the assembly of Boddhisattvas.








[ 45 ]


“Who can afford me real protection


From this great horror?”


With terrified, bulging eyes agape


I shall search the four quarters for refuge.





[ 46 ]


But seeing no refuge there


I shall become enveloped in gloom.


If there should be no protection there,


Then what shall I be able to do?








[ 43 ]


Petrified is the person


Today being led to a torture chamber.


With dry mouth nt and dreadful sunken eyes,


His entire appearance is transfigured.


[ 44 ]


What need to mention the tremendous despair


When stricken with the disease of great panic,


Being clasped by the physical forms


Of the frightful messengers of death?








[ 42 ]


O Protectors! I, so unconcerned,


Unaware of such terror as this,


Accumulated a great deal of evil


For the sake of this transient life.





On the last two lines of verse [41],


My merit alone shall protect me then,


But upon that I have never relied
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