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Introduction 

I originally did a talk in May in England which was titled “Leaving home, coming home and finding our true 

home”  - I was simply going to do the same talk, but Guy introduced a few new parameters – which was 

great, because it gave me the opportunity to re-consider a few things – So, this talk will be similar, for those 

who heard me speak at Crosby Hall but, additionally, I’d like to expand a little on TAKING REFUGE. 

There will be ordinations here tomorrow and they will include both Bodhisattva as well as monk/nun 

ordinations.  Both will involve formally, publicly, “taking refuge” in the three treasures of Buddha, Dharma and 

Sangha.  Monk/Nun ordination is, in our tradition called “Shukke Tokudo” which means “leaving home and 

attaining the way”.  And a monk or nun is referred to as “Shukke” or a “home leaver”. 

What is Taking Refuge? 

Taking refuge in the 3 treasures is, and always has been, a basic, central, core part of all forms of Buddhism 

– including zen.  

In Pali, the words are SARANAM GACCHAMI – which literally means, “I go for refuge” – and the SARANAM 

part refers to a return to a shelter or a sanctuary – like finding a safe harbour. 

In Japanese the words are “NAMU KIE” – as in : Namu Kie Butsu, Namu Kie Ho and Namu Kie So.  The 

Word “Namu” is an exclamation showing reverence.  It is positive, an affirmation, it implies homage and 

veneration – so it could be translated as “Hail”, “Oh Yes!”, “Praise Be!”  or even “Amen!” 

KIE is two characters – “Ki” means to dive in, or to plunge in without reservation and the “E” means “to rely 

upon” … 

So… Namu Kie Butsu – To plunge in and rely upon Buddha 

 Namu Kie Ho – To plunge in and rely upon Dharma 

 Namu Kie So – To plunge in and rely upon Sangha 

This “KI” – this “plunging in” – I think is really important – You can’t plunge into something part way, you can’t 

leap off of a diving board just a little bit  and this I think it speaks to wholeheartedness – So,  to plunge in and 

rely upon is like taking a leap of faith – trusting that Buddha, Dharma and Sangha will hold you. 

In Canada we have a saying “Go Big, or Go Home” - which means give it everything you have – or why are 

you here?  But I think for our practice we could change it to “Go big and find yourself at home”.  Offering 

ourselves completely to practice and in doing so, finding our true home, our true refuge. 

The “E” – to rely upon, is really talking about Faith – and if “Ki”, to plunge in, is talking about 

wholeheartedness then, Oh yes! With wholehearted faith, we find our refuge in Budhha, Dharma and 

Sangha.  Another word I like to use for ‘faith’ is trust -  I wholeheartedly trust Buddha, Dharma and Sangha.  

If you’re going plunge in and rely up something, trust is important! 

Interestingly, and relevant to this talk is this quote from the Dhammapada: 

“Driven only by fear, do people go for refuge in many places – hills, groves, trees & shrines – this is 

no safe refuge, and by resorting to such, one is not released from suffering.  One who has gone for 

refuge in Buddha, Dharma and Sangha is filled with the wisdom of the 4 noble truths. This is indeed 

the safe refuge where one can be released from suffering” 

 



What do we mean by “Home Leaver” – Shukke ? 

Leaving home was very important to Master Dogen, as well as to the rest of the Buddhas and Ancestors who 

we recited this morning in the ceremony after zazen.  Master Dogen, specifically, wrote two whole chapters in 

the Shobogenzo about it; Shukke (leaving home) and Shukke Kudoku (the merits of leaving home)  - he 

wrote: 

“The attainment of the way is ONLY accomplished by leaving the household and receiving the precepts” 

On the other hand – he also wrote; 

“Why leave behind the seat that exists in your own home and go aimlessly off to other lands?” 

And 

“The way is never apart from one, right where one is, what is the use of going here or there to practice?” 

There are countless examples of both types of statements in both the Shobogenzo as well as the Eihei 

Koroku – Those where he extols the virtues and necessity of leaving the home, and those were he seems to 

be encouraging staying right where you are, or even returning to your home. 

It becomes clear, the more you read of Dogen, that he’s talking about 3 kinds of home – (1) the literal, 

physical home, (2) the figurative or psychological home and (3) our true home, or refuge, which we find in a 

life of committed practice. 

So:   

1) The literal/physical home – Leaving this home could mean giving away all your stuff and moving to 

a monastery. This is leaving our household – our house or apartment,  our friends and jobs.  

Our home is our physical refuge here, which protects us from the elements and we have faith(or trust) 

that the sangha will provide us with this 

2) Our figurative / metaphorical or psychological home – Leaving this home means leaving our 

comfort zone.  This is the home of our habits and preferences, our ideas and prejudices. 

Here we set up our emotional housekeeping – it’s the place where we keep our habitual ways of 

thinking and reacting. 

Our “idea” is, that this is a safe refuge, a safe ‘place’ we can’t leave -  but we have to ask – “is it really 

so reliable?” 

I’ll Come back to #3 – finding our true home, in just a bit, but first, I wanted to talk about some of the most 

significant elements of being a Shukke, a home-leaver.  I’ve identified 4. 

1. Renunciation,  2. Commitment,  3. Service  and 4. Practice 

 

1) Renunciation: This can be concrete renunciation: as in giving away your stuff, shaving your head or 

giving up the name your parents gave you or, 

It can be more abstract and less measurable as in giving up self-clinging, giving up harmful 

attachments or letting go of greed, hate & delusion – it can be letting go of our struggle to remake the 

world to fulfil our desires and instead engaging wholeheartedly with the world as it is. 

 

2) Commitment: This could also be called sustained effort.  This can be commitment to a teacher, 

commitment to practice and commitment to others.   Or to put this another way – Commitment to 



Buddha, to Dharma and to Sangha. 

 

3) Service: This is talking about helping, giving and supporting -  Who do we help, give to or support?  

This could be teacher, practice, and others – or of course, Buddha, Dharma and Sangha. 

 

4) Practice: With Buddha, with Dharma and with Sangha – engaging with all three of these 

wholeheartedly.  Part of this element I think includes upholding and maintaining our traditions. 

So, right up until 1867 in Japan, during a period of time called “the Meiji restoration”, a monk – a person who 

received Shukke Tokudo was - by definition – a person who left home physically and lived in a monastery.  

After this time, the Japanese government gave monks permission to marry, eat meat and grow their hair.  

This was an attempt to destabilise the monasteries, so they’d have less influence – but all that really 

happened is that monks married, sometimes ate meat, and sometimes grew their hair.  From this point 

onward, a monk could remain a monk, and still get married and have a family, before this point, it was not 

possible.   

Note that I’m not talking about nuns at this point, only monks, because things are a little more complicated in 

this time period for nuns.  It involves cultural considerations involving gender roles and institutional 

governance.  

At any rate, to this day, in our tradition, a shukke will leave home for shorter or longer periods of time – such 

as here at this sesshin – where even those among us who are here with their partners have also physically 

left their home to accomplish the way – cutting away our normal distractions, and surrounding ourselves with 

other practitioners on the same path.  So, literal, physical home leaving IS necessary sometimes. 

Of course, as we discussed, there are those troublesome OTHER ways to accomplish “home leaving”.  A 

crux of our practice is this “figurative home leaving”  

You can go live in a cave on a mountain, but if you’re still stuck in grasping and rejecting, you haven’t gone 

anywhere. 

If you try to shut out your habitual patterns by hiding behind a monastery wall, you’ll find you bring them with 

you.   

When I was writing this I was reminded of the Australian rabbit fence.  They poured huge amounts of energy 

and resources and work into building a massively long fence to control the spread of the rabbit population… 

unfortunately, there were already rabbits on both sides.  

True Renunciation, true home leaving involves transforming our basic attitudes – so – taking up the attitude 

of shukke. 

How? – Instead of embracing, or indeed rejecting, our habitual patterns – can we calmly observe ourselves 

and those patterns?  Can we see clearly and objectively see those things which hinder us?  Our Illusions, our 

fears, our annoyances? 

When we can see clearly and become more intimate with our own habitual patterns, we discover that THIS 

monastery has no walls – so, we are no longer its prisoner and we can freely leave. 

Renunciation of this kind is a life-long effort.  Again and again seeing the things which hinder us (they have a 

tendency to sneak back) – then again and again letting go of our obstructive patterns, habits and attitudes.   

By returning to our true home, in practice, with Buddha, Dharma and Sangha, with zazen – taking Buddha, 

Dharma and Sangha as our refuge; by turning the light to shine within – we can find a different space in 

which to function – we can find our true home – our true refuge – in the dojo, and in our daily lives.  We can 



do this right in the midst of all of our distractions and responsibilities. Adopting this attitude of renunciation is 

living Buddha’s Life. 

When we surrender our lives to practice in this way, when we plunge in and rely upon Buddha, Dharma and 

Sangha, we do what Master Dogen calls “Actualising the home village of the self”.  

“Retreat from the world and Make the way your abode” wrote Master Dogen.  It’s like he’s encouraging us to 

take refuge.  

Our real journey in zazen is not to go to someplace new, but to bring us back to our true nature.  Practice-

realisation is returning us to what we are already – and this – like a great fire – can neither be grasped nor 

turned away from. 

With zazen we cultivate the skills of observing the self, seeing things as they are, and of letting go – This is 

studying the self and forgetting the self. 

Remember, there is no aspect of our lives that is outside of the way or beyond the path – The walls of our 

temple have no inside and no outside – therefore we have No Barriers.  

And because finding our true home in practice, taking refuge, is an ongoing activity, our practice is always 

fresh and new - we can never wear it out! We are always leaving home and always finding ourselves at 

home. 

So, I just wanted to conclude by sharing with you two very short poems which were written about 7 centuries 

and about 9 time zones apart. 

First, in 13th century Japan Master Dogen wrote: 

“The village I finally reach 

deeper than the deep mountains, 

Indeed, the Capital where I used to live” 

And in 1940’s England, T. S. Eliot wrote: 

“We shall not cease from exploration, 

And the end of all our exploring  

Will be to arrive where we started,  

And know the place for the first time.” 

 


