The Three Jewels – an overview of the book				June 2025
When do we the start to write a book? 
Sangharakshita (Moving against the Stream): When I was eight I was diagnosed as suffering from heart disease and for the next two years was confined to bed, not being allowed even to sit up by my own efforts. I saw no one except my parents and the doctor and had nothing to do all day except read. …My biggest single resource was a complete set of Arthur Mee’s Children’s Encyclopaedia, the gift of a kindly neighbour, every one of whose sixty parts became as familiar to me as the owl clock on the wall … I have more than once reflected that the two years I spent confined to bed, alone with a few books and the Children’s Encyclopaedia, must have had a decisive influence on my character and thus on the course of my whole life thereafter. 
HMGFR: The Three Jewels itself … started life as a series of articles for the Oriya Encyclopaedia that, in the process of writing, considerably outgrew the purpose for which they had been commissioned.
In 1950 Bhante arrived in Kalimpong and lived there for 14 years. After seven years in borrowed or rented accommodation his friends helped him buy a small hillside property on the outskirts of the town and he established the Triyana Vardhana Vihara, the monastery ‘’Where the Three Yanas Flourish’’. It was the year of the 2500 anniversary of Buddhism, 1957; The Survey of Buddhism was published and Bhante became involved with the followers of Dr Ambedkar, he wrote the Three Jewels and the Eternal Legacy and met and connected with several Vajrayana gurus. 
In 1963 he was invited to the UK. 
Excerpt From: Sangharakshita. “Moving Against the Stream.” 
…in the April 1966 issue of The Buddhist [the Hampstead Vihara newsletter], under the heading ‘Ven. Sthavira’s Literary Work’, the following item of Vihara news: Since the beginning of the year the Ven. Sthavira Sangharakshita has been devoting himself to literary work, neglected since his return to this country. Last month he completed The Three Jewels: An Introduction to the Study of Buddhism, the greater part of which was written before he left Kalimpong but which had to be laid aside owing to the great pressure of lectures and other work, particularly the reorganization of the Vihara activities. During the last two or three months he has, therefore, been less available at the Vihara for personal interviews than previously, but it is hoped that through the written word he will be able to reach a larger number of people than through the spoken word. The Three Jewels will be published by Rider before the end of the year. The Ven. Sthavira has also revised his well-known work A Survey of Buddhism, the third edition of which is now in the press.254

PREFACE TO THE FOURTH EDITION – Sangharakshita, Madhyamaloka, Birmingham
26 January 1998
During the last five decades interest in Buddhism has become widespread in the West. From being the closed preserve of professional orientalists, whose interest was largely linguistic and historical, and to whom Buddhism was little more than a particularly well-preserved mummy in the museum of Comparative Religion, the wise, compassionate, and vital teachings of the Buddha have started attracting the attention of an increasing number of sensitive and thoughtful people who, though having outgrown authoritarian creeds of every kind, are yet in search of a framework of psychological and spiritual reference ample enough to contain and elastic enough not to confine their aspirations. Whether choosing to describe themselves as Buddhists or not, those who feel ‘at home’ within the framework called Buddhism, and who settle down therein, in effect commit themselves to the realization of an ideal by following a certain way of life in the company of other people similarly committed. This is what is traditionally known as ‘Going for Refuge’ to the Three Jewels, an act which, though it may find ceremonial expression, is essentially a profound inner experience, a spiritual rebirth or ‘conversion’, as a result of which one’s whole life is transformed and reoriented… May this new Windhorse edition be the means of opening the eyes of many more people to the multifaceted splendour of the Three Jewels.

THE BOOK – written at a time when there were very few books available on Buddhism and no internet at all. Information was not accessible unless you were seriously willing to try and find it. 
PART I: THE BUDDHA
Chapters 1-5 – expressive of Bhante’s devotion to the Buddha, he communicates to us HOW we can engage with the various elements of the stories and myths that make up the life and of the Buddha in the different Suttas. 
1   LIFE AND RECORDS
Opening paragraph gives us some idea of the approach he is going to take in this section of the book: With the help of these biographies, as well as with that of the Pāli Tipiṭaka and such portions of its Sanskrit counterparts …it should be possible to give a sketch of the Buddha’s career which would not be unacceptable even to the scientific historian. It will also be necessary to examine the significance of the legendary and mythological elements in which the traditional biographies abound, as well as to consider the metaphysical ponderings of the Buddhist doctors on the real nature of the Enlightened One. 
2    THE BODHISATTVA CAREER
However, before dealing with his last life, in which he became the Buddha, we must direct our attention to those many former lives through which, as bodhisattva, the Great Being struggled towards his goal…
3    THE LIFE (the scientific historian)
4   THE LEGENDS (the legendary and mythological elements)
Modern writers on Buddhism in general believe that the traditional accounts of the Buddha’s life consist of a substratum of historical fact upon which have been superimposed successive layers of ‘legendary’ material, and that their task is to separate the one from the other – it being assumed as self-evident that ‘legendary’ is synonymous with ‘fictitious’. In adopting this procedure they are only partly correct. 
5    PHILOSOPHICAL INTERPRETATIONS (the metaphysical ponderings)
Goes into the Three Kayas: Nirmanakaya; Sambhoghakaya and Dharmakaya
Three in number, the kāyas are no more than points abstracted from a line at regular intervals, like the inches marked on a foot-rule. This should help us remember that in the trikāya doctrine we have to deal not with an abstract metaphysical speculation but with an attempt to explain systematically the deepening spiritual experience of the devotee of the Buddha in his quest for absolute reality.
Bhante is drawing out quite a distinctive and dynamic approach to this model. 
PART II: THE DHARMA
Chapters 6-14 – Bhante did a number of seminars on the Three Jewels, mostly on Chapters from this section and one on the first Chapter of Section 3 The Sangha. 
6 APPROACHES TO BUDDHISM
Until very recently three approaches were most common. They may be termed respectively the sectarian, the fundamentalist, and the encyclopedic. Each one with its particular error: 
the sectarian approach mistakes the part for the whole.
The fundamentalist approach is concerned with what the Buddha ‘really’ said. 
The encyclopedic approach emphasizes breadth rather than depth of knowledge. It tends to confuse knowledge about Buddhism with knowledge of Buddhism. It is concerned more with facts than with principles, tries to see from without instead of feeling from within.
The ideal approach to Buddhism incorporates elements from the sectarian, the fundamentalist, and the encyclopedic approaches, shorn of their imperfections. It has for basis an insight into the Dharma derived from the actual practice of a system of spiritual discipline. 
…it will be appreciative of the multiple richness of the Buddhist tradition, and however firmly it may grasp a particular thread will never lose sight of its connection with the whole fabric. …accurately distinguishing earlier formulations of the Teaching from later ones, …it will not commit the mistake of treating the age of a formulation as the sole criterion of its spiritual authenticity ...nor consider the Dharma to be limited to its verbal expressions. 
…Depth will not, however, exclude breadth: keeping abreast of developments in the field of non-traditional Buddhist studies, take all Buddhism for its province …drawing upon as wide a range of scriptural reference as possible. Above all, it will be concerned to exhibit the living spirit of Buddhism.
7    THE ESSENCE OF THE DHARMA
If spiritual or transcendental experience is a state of seeing things as they are, its opposite, mundane experience, must be one of seeing them as they are not. The cause of this blindness is twofold. …the ‘veil of passions’ (kleśāvaraṇa) …the ‘veil of (false) assumptions’ (jñeyāvaraṇa). On the attainment of Enlightenment both veils are rent asunder… of freedom or emancipation (vimukti).
The Enlightenment experience is not only one of illumination and freedom but also of infinite and inexhaustible love, a love which has for object all sentient beings, and which manifests as uninterrupted activity in pursuit of their temporal and spiritual welfare.
Illumination, freedom, love – the three aspects of cognition, volition, emotion.

8   DOCTRINAL FORMULAS
Whatever words and concepts constitute the formulated Dharma, it is in fact essentially a medium for the communication to mankind of the Buddha’s experience of illumination-freedom-love, …the Dharma is not an end in itself but a means to an end - an indispensable means. The point is important.
9   COSMOLOGY
…whereas the universe of science exists only in space and time, that of Buddhism exists also in depth. This depth is not physical but spiritual. …consists of three planes or spheres of existence (lokas), each ‘higher’ and subtler than the preceding one: kāmaloka or ‘plane of desire’,  rūpaloka or ‘plane of (subtle) form’, arūpaloka, the ‘formless plane’.
10   THE WHEEL OF LIFE
The laws of Karma - pictorially represented in Buddhist art by the ‘wheel of life’ (bhavacakra). Chapter goes into the formula of the five niyamas. 
...Buddhist ethics are described as an ethics of intention. Words and deeds are wholesome or unwholesome according to whether they are the expression of wholesome or of unwholesome volitions. Therefore, Buddhist ethics consists essentially in the cultivation of a morally healthy mental attitude towards life.
This whole chapter draws out the fortunate position of being born into the human realm.
11   THE NATURE OF EXISTENCE
Lakshanas: conditioned existence is painful (duḥkha), impermanent (anitya), insubstantial (anātman), and ugly (aśubha). Owing to our habitual self-centredness and our deeply-rooted attachments, however, we imagine it to be pleasant (sukha), permanent (nitya), substantial (ātman), and beautiful (śubha), thus falling a victim to what are known as the four vipariyāsas or (mental) ‘perversities’. 
To learn to see the conditioned as ugly, impermanent, insubstantial, and painful, instead of as the opposite, is not, of course, the work of a day. It can thus be seen only by means of prajñā or wisdom, a purely transcendental faculty which has to be systematically nurtured, cultivated, and developed on the twofold basis of śīla and samādhi respectively…
Before discussing the Path, it will be necessary to make the acquaintance of the pilgrim.
12   THE HUMAN SITUATION
Except in the sense in which all things are unique, Buddhism does not regard man as an absolutely unique being brought into existence …with an immortal soul the possession of which constitutes an unbridgeable difference between him and all other creatures... On the contrary it regards him as one manifestation of a current of psychophysical energy manifesting now as a god, now as an animal, revenant, tortured spirit, or titan, and now as a man, according to whether its constituent volitions are healthy, unhealthy, or mixed. Thus Buddhism does not think of sentient beings in terms of separate forms of life, one absolutely discrete from another, so much as in terms of separate currents of psychical energy each of which can associate itself with any form. Energy is primary, form secondary. It is not that man wills, but rather that will ‘mans’.

Though man is not unique in the sense of being discrete from all other living things, human life does according to Buddhism possess a distinctive significance. 
it is comparatively rare need to realize the advantages of being born with a human body and resolve to make the best possible use of the opportunity.126 
the human realm occupies a position of centrality in relation to the other modalities of sentient existence.
It is in this centrality that the distinctive significance of human life mainly consists: 
Firstly, the human state is central in relation to pleasure and pain. While the tormented spirits experience pain without pleasure, the gods experience pleasure without pain. Man experiences both. Consequently he is neither so intoxicated with the one, nor so stupefied by the other.
Secondly, the human state is central in relation to karma and karma-vipāka, we reaps what we sowed in past lives and sows what we must reap in future lives. All other forms of sentient existence are states of passive experience; they reap, but do not sow. Once involved in them, therefore, the stream of consciousness can only with extreme difficulty escape from the ever-accelerating process of deterioration, decline, and downfall.
Through either healthy or unhealthy volitions humans have access to higher or lower states of being, as well as access to the state of enlightenment, which can only happen when supported by a human body. 
The distinctive significance of human life resides in the fact that by virtue of its mundane centrality in relation to the other forms of sentient existence it is analogous to the transcendental centrality of Buddhahood.
The so-called individual being is analysed into his constituent parts. According to the oldest and best-known analysis these events are of five types, technically known as ‘groups’ or ‘heaps’ (skandhas): (1) form (rūpa), (2) feeling (vedanā), (3) perception (saṃjñā), (4) mental phenomena (saṃskāras), and (5) discriminating consciousness (vijñāna).
As we have already seen, the mundane centrality of human life in respect of other forms of sentient existence is analogous to the transcendental centrality of Buddhahood. This means that man can not only make of himself whatever he wants to be but also cease altogether from making himself anything whatsoever. Since this happens neither automatically nor instantaneously but by pursuing a regular sequence of steps with energy and determination over a certain period of time we again come back to the Path. 
13   THE STAGES OF THE PATH
Human life represents a transformation of energy in dependence on which any other transformation of energy, mundane or transcendental, can arise: the transformation takes place through the operation of karma and karma-vipāka – as in the negative and positive counterparts of the twelve nidānas.
14   THE GOAL
Descriptions of the Goal may be classified as negative, positive, paradoxical, and symbolic. 
Describes the three vimokṣa-mukhas (Pāli vimokkhamukhas) or entrances to liberation. Path and Goal. 
Realising the impermanence of conditioned things we see the Unconditioned as the Imageless (Sanskrit and Pāli animitta); 
penetrating their unsatisfactoriness, as the Unbiased (Sanskrit apraṇihita, Pāli appaṇihita);
plumbing their insubstantiality, as the Void (Sanskrit śūnyatā, Pāli suññāta).

PART III: THE SANGHA
Chapters 15-18 
HISTORY OF MY GOING FOR REFUGE – extract: Sangharakshita describing the development of his view of the centrality of GFR describes how it begins to appear in the Three Jewels in Part 3 …some of my remarks on the subject of spiritual community showed how close I was to realizing the absolute centrality of that unique act both for the individual Buddhist and for Buddhism. Thus having insisted that the true criterion of the relation between the Buddha and his followers was not physical, not spatio-temporal, but spiritual, and that we were nearest to him when we most perfectly followed his example, I went on: The Sangha is primarily the community of those who, by virtue of their immediate or remote approximation to Enlightenment, stand in spiritual relation to the Buddha and dwell spiritually in his presence. It is the community of those who, through their relationship with him, are also all spiritually related to one another.557
Chapter 15: The Assembly of the Noble: Hear more of a critical voice of Bhante when he describes the Hinayana
Chapter 16: The Glorious Company of Bodhisattvas: The longest chapter in the book. Draws out the essential Bodhisattva tension of self and other. 
Chapter 17: The Monastic Order: Describes the monk, lay divide. 
Chapter 18: Popular Buddhism: reaching into society 

FOREWORD by Nagabodhi: The writings assembled here allow us to track not only the development of Sangharakshita’s unfolding insight into the significance of Going for Refuge, but also his highly individual relationship with some of the Buddhist world’s most deeply rooted assumptions. We can track, too, his deepening knowledge of and devotion to the Three Jewels (most comprehensively articulated in the book of that name), not just as a student and scholar but as one who goes for Refuge to them, even as one who shares the fruits of his journey with others.
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