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Faith in realities and faith in qualities (head and heart) 

Spring Retreat 2022 

 

Intro: What is faith / sraddha 

• Let’s start at the very beginning…a very good place to start! 

• One of the most basic formulations of the Dharma is the Noble 

Eightfold Path – it’s the way mentioned in the 4 Noble Truths as a 

means to going beyond suffering. 

• This articulation of the way to enlightenment sets out 2 

sections/parts of the path: 

o The path of vision and the path of transformation 

o Path of vision: perfect vision, the first stage of the eightfold 

path. 

o Path of transformation: all the rest – emotion, speech, 

action, effort, livelihood,  awareness, samadhi. 

o Perfect vision is when we have a glimpse of something 

beyond us, beyond our usual way of existing, a glimmer of 

‘something more than this’. 

o It is this vision that propels us onto the path of 

transformation. 

o So we can see that we need to have that glimpse first, in order 

to give meaning to the transformation – and to give 

motivation to that transformation. 

o And we can probably see that we need to re-visit that 

vision often to continue to give meaning to that 

transformation! 

 

So what’s perfect vision got to do with faith (sraddha)?  

• Well, faith is the response that we have to higher values  

o Subhuti: “the mind’s natural responsiveness to higher values, 

to what is good and admirable” 

o “it is a deep conviction, lucidity, and longing for those things 

which are real, have value and are possible.” (H.V. Guenther) 

• and so faith is the response that we have when we get that 

glimpse of something more. 

• Faith is our response to perfect vision. 
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• It is part of our total response to perfect vision – and 

therefore it is very important for the Dharma life. We need this 

right from the off if we are going to do any transformation. 

• Sraddha is present in all skilful mental states – so it’s not just a 

‘religious’ emotion. Worth reflecting on that. 

• To bring in another formulation of the Dharmic path…It is also the 

second step on the spiral path – sraddha arises in response to 

dukkha… faith arises because you know there’s a way beyond that 

dukkha. 

• In Buddhism, the three jewels are considered the objects most 

worthy of our faith but anytime we respond to something higher, 

faith is present. 

 

Now, this might surprise you 

• Often people have ideas about faith – about what it is. 

• In fact the word ‘faith’ can be problematic. 

o Can imply a blind acceptance of things – sometimes even in 

the face of the evidence and reason 

▪  e.g. from history 16/17th Century CE - Galileo realising 

that the earth revolved around the sun (and not the 

other way around). He was put on trial and prosecuted 

for heresy and ended up under house arrest until his 

death. 

o This is not what we are getting at when we use the word faith 

in Buddhism. 

• In fact - Sraddha is the word in Sanskrit 

o ‘confidence-trust’ or ‘confidence’ 

• But probably best to use sraddha. 

o To me confidence is inextricably linked with a kind of 

positive egoism. 

o Not that that is bad on its own level – it is actually really, 

really important to have confidence! 

o But often when we say confidence we are talking about self-

confidence.  

▪ (Again – vital for developing metta – forms the basis of 

self-esteem) 

▪ We need it for integration. 

o But Subhuti also makes the point that confidence is ethically 

neutral – ‘rogues can be confident in their roguery’. 
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o So worth just keeping in mind that sraddha is more of a 

confidence IN something rather than ‘just’ confidence. 

 

This faith, sraddha, also is a total response – it’s all of us…head, heart 

and legs! 

• In the Buddhist tradition three aspects of faith have been identified 

• Xuanzang (7th century Chinese Buddhist scholar): faith in realities; 

faith in qualities; faith in capacities 

• Another formulation describes these aspects as ‘deep’, ‘lucid’ and 

‘longing’. 

• In both cases they draw out aspects of sraddha as involving a more 

cognitive dimension, an emotional dimension as well as a 

volitional dimension = and thus, head, heart and legs. 

• It’s worth saying that all three are aspects of sraddha and together 

form a complete picture of what it involves. It might be that we 

need to pay attention to an aspect of sraddha that we aren’t so keen 

on. 

• I’ll be saying a bit more about the first two: head and heart – 

Vajrashura will be bringing in the legs tomorrow (!). 

 

But before I go into them a bit I just want to mention the Wizard of Oz! 

 

• That might seem a bit random but when I was reflecting on this 

idea of ‘head’, ‘heart’ and ‘legs’ it reminded me of three characters 

from the Wizard of Oz 

o You don’t need to know the story really but this analogy – but 

basically a young girl in Kansas gets transported to the land 

of Oz with her dog Toto during a hurricane. 

o She has some adventures in her quest to get home and makes 

friend along the way with 3 unusual characters: 

▪ Scarecrow: who wants a brain 

▪ Tin Woodman: who wants a heart 

▪ Cowardly lion: who wants courage. 

▪ They all want to go visit the Wizard for help 

▪ These feel related to our three of head, heart and 

courage... (courage being sort of loosely related to the 

volitional dimension.) 
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▪ What’s interesting about this story is that while these 3 

characters believe they lack something, they actually 

have the very characteristic they believe they 

lack.  

• Scarecrow is actually the cleverest one 

• The Tin Woodman is already very sensitive and 

caring – for example, when he accidentally 

crushes an insect, he is grief-stricken and, 

ironically, claims that he must be careful about 

such things, while those with hearts do not need 

such care. 

• The Cowardly Lion believes that feeling fear 

makes him inadequate because he’s supposed to 

be the king of beasts. He does not understand 

that courage means acting in the face of fear, 

which he does frequently. 

o I think this is interesting because it points to the fact that 

sometimes we don’t always know what quality it is that we 

need to develop, nor what quality we already possess. 

o Nor, in fact, sometimes do we even really know what the 

quality really is! 

o So perhaps over the course of this retreat you might like to 

reflect on which aspect of faith you already resonate with, 

and which aspect you feel you might need to pay more 

attention to – and perhaps even check it out with a friend 

to see if that accords with their experience of you!  

o Can you do a ‘fact check’ on what you think the 

aspect of faith in question actually is? 

 

So now to talk a bit more about the first two aspects of faith… 

 

1. Faith in realities 

• So firstly, ‘faith in realities’: this is the response we have with our 
whole being when we hear and recognise the Dharmic teachings as 
being true 

• E.g. of Jnanadhara and the leaves falling from tree as example of 
impermanence. I actually remember where I was and how I felt. 
Almost a painful sense of relief, sadness and uplift! 

• This form of faith is also known as ‘deep faith’.  
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o It is related to interpretation – how we see things 
o Not a narrowly intellectual understanding of Buddhist 

teachings (after all some of the profound Buddhist teachings 
are very easy to grasp intellectually…who here has difficulty 
in intellectually understanding that things change?) 

o Faith in realities is more of an intuitive understanding – it’s a 
seeing or knowing of reality to some extent. 

o But is worth saying it is important there is a cognitive 
dimension to our faith. 

▪ We need to be able to accurately understand the 
Dharma and to be able to investigate it our reason. 

▪ It is not blind faith we are cultivating here 
▪ “Faith must have sharpness and definition; we need a 

clear apprehension of the Ideal to which our intuition is 
responding. If there is not this more cognitive aspect to 
faith one can be easily led astray.” Subhuti, A Buddhist 
Vision, p. 161 

o Where we are going with this kind of faith…well I think 
Subhuti beautifully puts it: “faith is the seedling that will 
eventually become the tree of wisdom”. 

 
 

Things to remember here: 

• Good to remember that sraddha is not just a pleasant feeling.  

• Worth bearing in mind when we aren’t feeling inspired. 
• Lack of a joyful feeling of inspiration does not mean you don’t have 

faith anymore. 

• Sometimes you need to rely on ‘deep faith’ – a more intuitive sense 
that while your head mightn’t be on fire with excitement about it, 
but yes, you do believe that actions have consequences and you 
behave in a way that indicates you do that. 

o E.g. of Milarepa building towers and knocking them down 
again – not much pleasure there but definitely faith! 

• That is enough for sraddha! 
• Subhuti: “Faith is often like this – a subterranean power, not 

necessarily ecstatic, and perhaps barely manifesting in conscious 
feelings at all, but nevertheless a real force, a feeling deeper than 
we can feel.” 

o Something deeper than feeling! Again interesting to reflect 
on. 
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How we cultivate it 
• Firstly we need to look at what happens when we don’t have ‘faith 

in realities’ 
o How we see the world is then not on the basis of anything 

higher but likely to be informed by our own self-interest 
(perhaps even a sense of hopelessness or cynicism– what is 
the point?) 

• So we need to clarify our views. 

• Stop and assess: do you believe there is anything higher? 

• Reflect on the Dharma:  
o conditioned co-production 
o karma 
o impermanence 
o perhaps there is an aspect or a teaching that really resonates 

with you…go with where there is already interest! 

• Reflect on our behaviour – do we act as if we truly believe what we 
say we believe? 

o What are we actually going for refuge to? 
o Sobering sometimes – e.g. of ‘it’s not fair’ re compost bin on 

a solitary. Wrong views. 
o We need to watch the mind – there’s a clarity + purity when 

we are experiencing this form of sraddha. 
o This is not ‘intellectualism’ – again remember it’s not really 

sraddha (in the Buddhist sense) if it’s just a pleasant feeling 
that’s not based on how things really are. 

o So watch out if you want to keep things deliberately vague, as 
if things being sort of woolly are where things are really at.  

▪ Of course it’s true that not everything can be expressed 
in words or concepts 

▪ But remember: the Buddha did use words and concepts 
because he knew that they were needed in order to get 
any kind of clarity! 

 
 
2. Faith in qualities 

• Next we have ‘faith in qualities’: this is where our sraddha arises on 
the basis of seeing qualities in others, or in hearing about the 
qualities of the Buddha or even looking at an image of a Buddha. 

• It is also called ‘lucid’ faith – ‘lucid’ means ‘bright or luminous’. 
o What we are getting at here is that kind of straightforward 

delight we can experience when we know what our values are 
and are acting on them 
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o It is a matter of feeling – Subhuti suggests it’s like aesthetic 
responsiveness, so that feeling you get when you appreciate a 
beautiful sunset or a piece of music. 

▪ For me, on holiday in Spain before ordination course – 
seeing about 10 people protesting…solidarity. 

• With this feeling can come great happiness and ease: you know 
what you are about, you know how you will behave. It can be a 
relief! 

o Naturally comes along with commitment 
o In a way by committing you are saying you have confidence 

in what you are committing to: whatever that is 
 
Things to note 

• Important to distinguish faith from pleasure 
o “Enjoying something – ‘getting something out of it’ – is 

different from putting faith in it” – Sangharakshita (Know 
Your Mind, p. 120) 

o So again we can end up putting our faith in lots of things 
because they give us pleasure: particularly relationships, 
friendships 

▪ We sometimes only realise this when the 
relationship/friendship dissolves – left with a sense of 
betrayal or hurt 

▪ We had invested something into the relationship that it 
couldn’t actually give us. 

▪ But with ‘investing’ in the Three Jewels we can’t be 
disappointed because in built into that is awareness 
that all conditioned things are impermanent, including 
others and ourselves 

▪ It can be a real relief (perhaps even amidst a lot of 
heartache) to realise that you haven’t actually ‘failed’ at 
something – it was just impossible to get what you 
were looking for from one person. 

 
How we cultivate it 

• We can start by reflecting on the relationship between pleasure and 
faith 

o Yeshe Gyaltsen points out 4 things we can explore: 
▪ (1) Liking something but not trusting: for 

example you can still like your friends and going to 
parties etc but you don’t invest in them. You don’t see 
them as an object of faith 
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▪ (2) Trusting something but not liking: you can 
trust in the law of karma without necessarily being 
delighted to discover that your grumpy behaviour has 
reaped a particular reward! Or you might be firmly 
convinced in the benefits of meditation without 
necessarily finding it always blissful to do. 

▪ (3) Both: sometimes the stars align and we both like 
and trust in something e.g.  believing in the benefits of 
rejoicing in merits. Enjoying pujas and having trust 
that you are opening yourself up to something beyond 
yourself. 

▪ (4) Neither: this is a bit of a dead end. If you don’t 
like something or trust in it then you can’t really move 
towards it at all – and this can lead to frustration and 
anger if you are trying to do that. Obviously there are 
somethings that might be good not to like or trust in 
e.g. violence as a means of solving problems. But here it 
might be problematic if you neither like nor trust in the 
law of karma. 

• Rejoicing in qualities whenever we come across them! 
o Sometimes people seem to find this quite hard 
o Maybe not used to doing it – but perhaps also a view that if 

you rejoice in others it means something about you. 
o Might need to make a deliberate practice of it – perhaps you 

might need to do more metta for yourself and then reflect on 
what it brings up for you. 

• Explore devotion 
o Things like: puja, recollecting the qualities of the Buddha 

(Buddhanasmrti) 
o With the caveat that devotion is not necessarily the same as 

faith 
▪ Decorating a shrine or chanting mantras isn’t 

necessarily an expression of faith 

• Could simply be aesthetic appreciation – or just 
going through the motions!  

▪ So need to look into the mental state you are in while 
doing it. 

▪ Beware sentimentality or superficiality 
▪ Are you expressing your deeper values? 
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Conclusion: the importance of cultivating faith 
• So we are coming near the end now… 

• We’ve looked at how faith, sraddha, is vital for the spiritual life. It’s 
that response to an experience of perfect vision – the response of 
‘oh yes, that’s it’, there’s a happiness that comes from that clarity. 
Tomorrow we’ll also hear how there’s an accompanying movement 
in the direction of that ideal. 

• We might need to spend some time clarifying what we understand 
by faith – and checking any assumptions we have:  

o either that we don’t experience it (perhaps because we expect 
it to be a big emotional experience and overlook that intuitive 
response)  

o or that it’s something woolly and vague or that we are going 
to have to accept things blindly. 

• Or perhaps we are like the Tin Woodman or the 
Scarecrow or the Cowardly Lion from the Wizard of Oz – 
unable to see that we possess the very qualities that we are certain 
we lack.  

o This, of course, is where spiritual friendship is very 
helpful. Our friends can point out to us our actual behaviour, 
and how our sraddha is manifesting in our day-to-day lives. 

• This morning we’ve looked at faith in realities or deep faith: 
that intuitive knowing or seeing of reality. This form of faith 
engages with concepts and ideas – it doesn’t necessarily just stay 
there, but starts there. 

o The way we cultivate this form of faith is to reflect on the 
Dharma – it’s the 3 levels of wisdom again: hearing it, 
reflecting on it, and then when become it. 

o You’ve undoubtedly experienced this yourself – why are you 
here after all! 

• Then we also looked at faith in qualities or lucid faith: that 
happiness or positivity when we encounter the skilful qualities of 
others – the qualities that embody the possibility for greater 
creativity and positivity. 

o We can cultivate this by rejoicing in the qualities of others 
o Devotional practices 

• We might also need to clarify the difference between pleasure 
and faith – it’s not just a pleasant feeling. The 4 criteria that 
Yeshe Gyaltsen outlines: (1) Liking but not trusting; (2) Trusting 
but not liking; (3) Both; and then of course the more problematic 
(4) neither. These are just some ways of getting clearer about what 
faith is and isn’t and stops us overidentifying with a pleasant 
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feeling (and therefore not assuming we have no faith if we don’t 
have that feeling). 

• We will be exploring these 2 forms of faith in our workshop after 
lunch. 

• Finally, I just wanted to put in a word about the collective 
experience of faith – sometimes you come into a place where 
there is a ‘holy’ atmosphere.  

o Places like the hill of Tara, Bodhnath Stupa in Kathmandu, 
o You can just tell that this is an important place where people 

have gathered and practiced something… 
o I know I’ve heard people talk about the experience of coming 

into the Centre and feeling a certain energy. 

• It really is so important to be aware of this – that all of us coming 
together are helping creating such an atmosphere: potentially an 
atmosphere of sraddha. 

• Without needing to say anything at all we can help others by 
showing there’s another way of being 

o E.g. of King Ajatasatru who went into the forest to see the 
Buddha and was struck by all the monks sitting quietly and 
meditating. 

• It is so important! The absence of this collective quality is perhaps 
why scientific materialism – the idea that ‘this is all there is’ – has 
such a grip on the world today. 

• By meditating together, discussing the Dharma, being friends to 
each other we are helping create a different kind of world. 

o Do take it seriously! 

• Finish with words from Padmasambhava where he exhorts Yeshe 
Tsogyal, one of his foremost disciples, to cultivate faith. 
 

 
Again Master Padma said: Tsogyal, to escape samsaric existence you 
must have faith in the path of liberation. That is to say, faith arises 
through causes and conditions and not on its own. Faith arises when 
causes and conditions coincide and you take impermanence to heart. 
Faith arises when remembering cause and effect. 
 
Faith arises when reading the profound sutras and tantras. Faith arises 
when associating with faithful companions. Faith arises when 
following a master and spiritual teacher. Faith arises when being in 
painful difficulties. 
 
Faith arises when making offerings at a special shrine. Faith arises 
when encountering profound behaviour. Faith arises when hearing the 



11 
 

life examples of the lineage masters. Faith arises when listening to the 
vajra songs of realisation. 
 
Faith  arises when seeing the suffering of another being. Faith arises 
when contemplating the defects of samsaric existence. Faith arises 
when reading the sacred teachings of your inclination. Faith arises 
when noticing the qualities of sublime beings. Faith arises when 
receiving the blessings of your master. Faith arises when gathering the 
special accumulations. 
 
It is my advice to never be apart from the causes for faith to arise. 
 
Again Master Padma said: Tsogyal, if you have faith in your heart you 
must make it endure. If you don’t, you must make it arise! 
 
To lack faith is like trying to make charcoal white: you are severed 
from the virtues of the path of liberation. To lack faith is like being a 
gemstone at the bottom of the ocean: you are enmeshed in the depths of 
samsaric existence. To lack faith is like being in a boat without oars: 
you cannot cross the sea. To lack faith is like sowing grains in rigid and 
uncultivated through fertile soil: not a single virtue survives. 
 
To lack faith is like a seed that has been scorched by fire: the sprouts of 
enlightenment don’t grow. To lack faith is like travelling through 
fearful places without an escort: you won’t overcome the enemy of 
disturbing emotions. To lack faith is like being a vagrant landing in 
jail: you won’t escape the lower realms. To lack faith is like an armless 
man trying to climb a rock: you fall into the abyss of the six classes of 
being. 
 
To lack faith is like a deer caught by the hunter: you will be executed by 
the Lord of Death. To lack faith is like a blind man staring at a shrine: 
you don’t see the object of knowledge. To lack faith is like an idiot 
arriving on an island of pure gold: you don’t know what you have 
found. 
 
People without faith cannot possibly attain liberation or enlightenment! 
 


