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INTRODUGCTION

O ~—

NYONE RESEARCHING the literature on death and dying con-

fronts a prodigious array of books and articles on these inescap-
able human experiences. In the past decade their number has
ballooned to include controversial suicide manuals, accounts of
near-death experiences, and articles on how to execute a living will.
This vast literary output obviously feeds a deep human need: the
need for answers to the perennial questions “Where did I come
from when 1 was born and where will I go when 1 die? What mean-
ing has my life, my death?”

To be human is to ask these questions. They reflect our greatest
doubts, our deepest alienation from Self. Without answers that sat-
isfy, there remains in the heart a gnawing angst that sours the
sweetest of life’s experiences. For with the mass of humanity it is
still an article of faith that death is the greatest of human misfor-
tunes and that dying is the final and agonizing struggle against ex-
tinction. At the same time the incomprehensibility of death, its
presumed finality, has awed and terrified men and women since
the dawn of consciousness.

Why yet another book on death and dying? And how does this
one differ from the rest? Valuable as these numerous studies have
been in shaping constructive and compassionate social attitudes
toward the fatally ill and in clarifying our ways of thinking about
our own life and death, most of them nevertheless lack a spiritual

dimension—a religious attitude toward life and death—and practi-
cal guidance in what may be called the art and religion of dying.
A spiritual orientation to dying involves, among other things, an

understanding and deep acceptance of causation and the continuity
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Introduction

of life. It also implies a recognition of the value of rites of passage—
funeral services which, when conducted with passion and convic-
tion, help facilitate the smooth transition from this life to future
cycles of existence. Many people feel that funerals today are brief,
hurried events devoid of true spiritual significance even when con-
ducted by clergy—that they fail to acknowledge the reality of
death, loss, and grief’

Sociology professor Robert Fulton and others have noted that
over the past generation a tremendous secularization of death has
taken place, that now “people die ascetically in aseptic hospitals
rather than aesthetically in their homes.” The physician has re-
placed the priest; he is today’s magician with the power to extend
life; he is our new escort from this vale of tears. For this confusion
of values we pay a high price. In his book Modern Man in Search
of a Soul, Carl Jung (1875-1962) spells out the cost:

Among all my patients in the second half of life—that
is to say, over 35—there has not been one whose prob-
lem in the last resort was not that of finding a religious
outlook on life. It is safe to say that every one of them
fell ill because he had lost that which the living religions
of every age have given to their followers, and none of
them has been really healed who did not regain his reli-
gious outlook.?

A spiritual approach to dying need not involve dogmas or creeds
or moral absolutes; like the air we breathe, it is inseparable from
life. Long ago The Egyptian Book of the Dead, the later Tibetan
Book of the Dead, and the medieval Christian text The Art of Dying
provided such practical guidance. But these ancient texts have the
disadvantage of presenting arcane data couched in terms too eso-
teric or quaint for many modern readers.

A viable art of dying in our own day could go a long way toward
relieving the dehumanized atmosphere of the average hospital
death, which has become a tragic sign of our times. Inherently,
medical practice expresses deep compassion, but that compassion
seems to have gone increasingly astray as the art and religion of
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dying have become drowned in the science of prolonging life at any
cost.

Commenting on the detrimental effect of artificially prolonging
life, W. Y. Evans-Wentz in his preface to The Tibetan Book of the
Dead writes:

To die in a hospital, probably while under the mind-
benumbing influence of some opiate, or else under the
stimulation of some drug injected into the body to enable
the dying to cling to life as long as possible, cannot but
be productive of an undesirable death, as undesirable as
that of a shell-shocked soldier on a battlefield. Even as
the normal result of the birth-process may be aborted by
malpractices, so similarly may the normal result of the
death-process be aborted.’

And studies have shown that when the mental state of dying pa-
tients is not disturbed by sedation or other medication—in other
words, when they are fully conscious and capable of responding to
their environment with awareness unimpaired—their predominant
emotion is not fear but calmness, the more so if they have estab-
lished belief in the continuity of life.!

In fairness to the medical profession it should be said that the
practice of thwarting the death process through powerful chemical
agents and other means reflects a cultural pattern which not only
sees all pain as pointless but also looks upon death as the last great
enemy, to be outwitted and subdued at all costs. Death, which
ought to be welcomed as natural and inevitable, becomes the Grim
Reaper, and dying the terror of all terrors. If modern men and
women are again to “preside at their own passing” and not be
cheated out of their own death, they must recover their sovereignty
as autonomously acting individuals and, while physically active and
mentally clear, write the script and set the stage for the drama of
their own exit, resisting manipulation by familial and other forces
pressing upon them. Remarking on the individual’s impotence in
the contemporary world to act in this manner, the French historian
Phillipe Ariés writes:

o XVil o
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Introduction

be so cold and uncaring, Doctor?” and called for an orderly to take
the woman to intensive care. “I thought he was uncompassionate,”
commented my friend, “and he thought I was. How perceptions
differ!”

But there is also the good news. The growing hospice movement,
dedicated to more personal and sympathetic care of the terminally
ill, and the living will movement are hopeful signs of changing atti-
tudes toward death and the dying. Furthermore, changes in the
curricula of a number of medical schools in the United States and
abroad are focusing not only on treating the dying but on giving
them emotional support as well. While the revalidation” of the doc-
trines of karma (the law of cause and effect and of willed action
and its fruits on a moral plane) and palingenesis (successive re-
births) have made great strides in the West in recent years, a “lyri-
cal acceptance™ by a science-oriented public still seems distant.
Nonetheless, many people, convinced that these teachings have
substance and meaning and fulfill the yearnings of the heart, have
searched among writings of East and West for further knowledge
of the revolving phases of life and death. Happily, these individuals
have begun to breach the barriers, the intellectual taboos, con-
structed by the scientific-minded, many of whom find the notion of
“rebecoming” unbelievable because it is resistant to proof.

Perhaps the main obstacle to an even wider acceptance of the
doctrine of life after death is the difference in philosophical outlook
between the cultures of the East and West. “The attitude of West-
ern philosophy is . . . what is not proved is to be treated as false,”
writes Professor P. J. Saher. “The attitude of Eastern philosophy is

.. what is not proved may be accepted as true until proved to be
false.” And yet abundant evidence exists to convince any reason-
able mind of the validity of rebirth—a doctrine that needs to be
distinguished from both reincarnation and the notion of an after-
life. (See “Rebirth” section, and other passages in this book quoting
the psychiatrist Carl Jung, Leo Tolstoy, and other distinguished
persons who have written of their past-life experiences.)

Unlike the linear theology of the West, Buddhism, for example,
teaches that life and death present the same cyclic continuity ob-
served in all aspects of nature.” Buddhism says that the life and
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death of animate matter is, in each instance, merely the seen aspect
of an unending stream of cause and effect which, though appearing
to emerge from and sink into the earth at two points, nonetheless
has an unseen subterranean existence and appears at other places,
in other times, and in other shapes.

The assertion that nothing precedes birth or follows death is
largely taken for granted by those who have a here-and-now ap-
proach to life. But however widely believed, it is still absurd from
an Eastern viewpoint. Such a contention rests on the blind assump-
tion—in its own way an act of faith—that life, of all things in the
universe, operates in a vacuum. It asks us to believe that this one
phenomenon, the invigoration of supposedly inert matter, springs
out of nowhere and just as miraculously disappears without a trace.
Most people who hold such views consider themselves “rational,”
and yet in this question of life and death they deny the principle of
the conservation of matter and energy, one of the essential laws of
physics, as it applies to the psychic energy of consciousness.

Any explication of the doctrine of karma that ignored rebirth
would be as imperfect as a scissors with one blade. Accordingly,
much new material, largely from Western sources, on both these
subjects has been included in this volume to aid the reader in un-
derstanding these subtle yet vital doctrines.

The “Dying” section, besides providing crucial spiritual guid-
ance to the dying and the family, includes detailed instructions on
how to conduct meaningful funeral and memorial services and how"
to relieve the sorrow of grieving relatives during the mourning pe-
riod. Moreover, I have tried to put into a wider perspective what
may be called the practice of daily dying, and I have also provided
simple exercises that facilitate the attainment of this highly desir-
able state. These day-to-day deaths—total immersion to the point
of self-transcendence—can through training be perfected and turned

into genuine religious experiences. Without the submersion of ego,
however, such dyings cannot take place. And so I have found it
desirable to deal at length with the nature and source of ego and
its role in death and dying; for ultimately a serene or fearful death,
like a joyous or painful life, is not unrelated to the subordination or
dominance of the ego-I. In the “Dying” section I have also dis-
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Introduction

cussed suicide and euthanasia—two subjects which are iner casingly
claiming the attention of sociologists, psychologists, and 1ellg1()us
leaders, given the spectacular rise in self-inflicted death among the
elderly as well as the young.

exercises to enable

Also presented are meditations on death
the reader to reflect on the omnipresence of the twin phenomena
of birth and death. The reader will also find five brief inspirational
biographies of people who have faced death uncringingly, even
with sublime indifference.

In the Appendixes I have provided information on living wills
and the growing hospice movement, do’s and don’ts for consoling
the bereaved, a checklist of what to do upon someone’s death, and
instructions on the basics of meditation.

Although The Zen of Living and Dying has been divided into
four main sections—Death, Dying, Karma, and Rebirth—in reality
the life force cannot be divided into categories. These convenient
yet ar tificial divisions ledll}; represent movements or expressions of
the one nameless “It”; each is part of a larger whole and at the
same time the whole itself. When life is truly lived and not concep-
tualized, such mental constructs as life, death, rebirth evaporate.

The basic aim of this book can be summed up in these words: to
help the reader learn to live fully with life at every moment and
die serenely with death. Such an affirmative rapport with life and
death is possible, however, only if one has discerned that death
closes the circle on life just as life prepares the way for death, and
that death therefore has a validity and a raison d’étre of its own.
Such acceptance, moreover, makes it possible to face death coura-
geously and to wisely take from it what it has to offer: a means to
replace a worn-out, pain-racked body with a new one and, fore-
most, a once-in-a lifetime chance to awaken to the true nature of
existence. No wonder Socrates inveighed against the notion that
death is the greatest of all evils, and Pliny Earle (1809—92) poeti-
cized:

What is it, then, to die,
That it should be essential to our happiness?
It is to throw off all things w()r]dly,

o XXI o
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EXISTENTIAL ASPECTS
UF DEATI

WHAT Is LI1FE, WHAT IS DEATH?

W HAT 1S LIFE? What is death? To the casual observer the an-
swers may seem obvious: When the heart beats, the blood cir-
culates, the lungs breathe, the brain perceives—that is life. When
one eats and sleeps, works, makes love, feels pain and joy, one is
alive.

Death, of course, is that condition in which there is a permanent
cessation of all the vital functions: respiration ceases, the heart
stops beating, the brain no longer reacts to stimuli, and the vital
tissues have degenerated beyond any function—in short, one can
no longer experience, think, or feel. With death one becomes im-
mobile, a corpse: if buried, fit only for worms to feed on; if cre-
mated, a puff of smoke, then ashes. There is nothing before birth,
nothing after death.

But there is another view of the human condition, one that in-
volves what biologist Lyall Watson calls the “Romeo error.” This
refers to Shakespeare’s play Romeo and Juliet:

NURSE: She’s dead, deceas’d, she’s dead!

LADY CAPULET: She’s dead, she’s dead, she’s dead!

caPULET: Her blood is settled and her joints are stiff;
Life and these lips have long been separated.

0:30
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Existential Aspects of Death

There is a Zen koan that powerfully explores this dynamic of life
and death. Like every koan, it points to the nondual One-mind
common to all existence. It appears in a book of koans called The
Blue Cliff Record, a treasure-house of the sayings and doings of
some of the wisest of the Zen masters of old. In Zen centers and
temples this koan is often assigned to students tormented by the
dilemma of life and death. If grappled with, the koan can he Ip
dispel this dilemma by revealing that these are not demarcated
conditions existing independent of cach other but are merely two
facets of one natural process, both present at any given moment.

One day Zen master Dogo,” accompanied by his disci-
ple, went to offer his condolences to a bereaved family in
the neighborhood of his temple. Tapping the coffin, the
disciple said to his teacher, “Alive or dead?”

Master: “I won't say alive, I won’t say dead.”

Disciple: “Why won’t you say?”

Master: “I won't say. I won't say.”

On the way back to the temple the following exchange
took place:

Disciple: “Teacher, if you don’t tell me T'll hit you.”

Master: “Strike me if you wish, but I won't say.”

Whereupon the student struck his teacher.

Later, after Dogo had passed away, the student went
to Sekiso, Dogo’s successor, and recounted the whole ep-
isode.

Sekiso said, “I won’t say alive and I won’t say dead.”

Upon these words the disciple had a deep realization
of the meaning of birth and death.

To understand the deeper implications of the disciple’s question,
“alive or dead,” we need to know what lies behind it. Here is an
individual so anguished that he ignores the mourners and doesn’t
even wait until he and his teacher have returned to the temple, but
presses the master for a clear answer. The question of life and
death obviously weighs heavily on him. He assumes, of course, that
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the body in front of him is clinically dead, but since he also believes
that we are more than our senses and intellect, he asks, in effect,
“Does the life force continue beyond death?”

Sooner or later, all of us, if we are to have true contentment,
must face and resolve the same perplexity. Not philosophically but
existentially: “Why am I on this earth? Where did I come from?
When I physically pass away, what happens to the energy force I
call ‘myself’? Do I face total extinction or will T survive in some
form or other? Is there a soul substance, independent of my body,
that will migrate and reembody itself in a form commensurate with
my thoughts and deeds in this life? Or is there perhaps some kind
of afterlife, either material or bodyless, in an unknown realm? In
short, do I go into nonbeing or a new being?” The query “Is he
alive or is he dead?” is really a metaphor for all these questions.

Be aware that several years elapsed between the time the first
teacher died and the time the student went to the second master,
a period during which he unceasingly meditated and reflected on
this gnawing problem. To what end? To free himself of the binding
chain of birth and death, for no loftier goal or greater need exists
for a human being. To be free from life and death is to be tree from
the dualistic restrictions of life and death. That is, one now lives
with absolute freedom because life and death are at once no-life
and no-death.*

Dogo replies, “T won't say alive and I won't say dead.” What else
can he say? He knows that what we call birth is merely the reverse
side of death, as with a door called Entrance from the outside and
Exit from the inside. He knows that life and death are mutually
dependent, and that you can’t desire one without inviting the other.
Clutching at life, then, means denying the reality of death.

“Why won’t you say? Don’t be evasive, teacher. Give me a defi-
nite answer,” the disciple is demanding. He is crying from the
heart. Perhaps this is his first direct encounter with clinical death
and he may be thinking, I see what appears to be death, but where
has the life that animated this corpse gone?”

“I won't say! I won't say!” the master persists. “Are you deat?
Can’t you hear what I'm telling you?” He too is crying from the
heart because of his helplessness to say more. Not even the Buddha
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Existential Aspects of Death

could put it differently. If birth is a temporary point between what
precedes and what follows, and so is death, then at every second
there is life, and at every second, death. Which condition is life,
which death?

Unable to contain himself any longer, the disciple lashes out at
his teacher. “If you don’t tell me T'll hit you!” The violence of his
words is the measure of his desperation.

Master: “Strike me it you wish, but I won't say. Whether T'm
beaten or not, there’s no other way to put it.”

Later, after Dogo had passed away, the student went to his suc-
cessor and told him everything that had happened. And once again
he hears the old refrain: “I won’t say alive and T won't say dead.”
With that he awakens as if from a deep sleep.

THE MASTERS REACTIONS TO DEATH

The Zen masters and other spiritual masters saw life and death
as an unbroken continuum, the swinging of an eternal pendulum.
Many of them met “the inevitable hour” with a smile and even
laughter, often choosing to die in the lotus meditative posture
(“death is the supreme liberation”) or even while standing. For
they saw life steadily and whole; they were unfettered by overin-
volvement with any of its parts, death included. It could be said
that they had already transcended the self that clings to life. And
just as the Zen masters in their moment-to-moment movements
are nonverbally teaching their followers how to live, so in their last
hours they are teaching them how to die. Thus if they utter any last
words, they are not striving for the classy exit line or seel\mg to
express the compacted significance of their life, but are giving their
students one last instruction.

Zen Master Takkan

When Zen master Takkan (1573-1645) was dying, his disciples
asked him to write a death verse.> He demurred at first, saying, “I
have no last words.” They pleaded with him, so he took up a brush,
wrote the character for “dream,” and passed away. With this word

070
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Takkan summed up ultimate reality, or absolute Truth, beyond all
logic and reason. To realize his meaning of dream is to realize that
oneself and everything else are dreamlike, that nothing in the uni-
verse is not a dream. Which is to say that all phenomena in the
universe are evanescent, illusory, insubstantial. Our bodies are
phantomlike, images reflected in the water. Or as a philosopher
wrote, “Waking life is a dream controlled.”

Takkan often spoke of “Dream Zen.” In one ot his One H undred
Dream Poems he wrote that “right is a dream; wrong too is a
dream.” So, too, for him life is a dream and death is also a dream.
Heaven and earth and all things under the sun are a dream. This is
the same as saying there is no dream at all.

For Ikkyt Sojun, a Zen master of fifteenth-century Japan, life
and death were also dreams, as witness this verse of his:

Born like a dream

In this dream of a world
How easy in mind I am,
I who will fade away
Like the morning dew.

One prays for the life of tomorrow
Ephemeral life though it be.

This is the habit of mind

That passed away yesterday.

The Original-nature

Means non-birth, non-distinction.
Then know that illusion

Is birth, death, rebirth.”

The perception of life as a dream is by no means confined to the
Zen masters. Leo Tolstoy (1828-1910), the Russian novelist and
social philosopher, has much to say about dreams and past lives in
a letter published two years before his death:

Now our whole life, from birth unto death, with all its
dreams, is it not in its turn also a dream, which we take

o § o



Existential Aspects of Death

as the real life, the reality of which we do not doubt only
because we do not know of the other more real life? . . .
The dreams of our present life are the environment in
which we work out the impressions, thoughts, feelings of
a former life . . . As we live through thousands of dreams
in our present life, so is our present life only one of many
thousands of such lives which we enter from the other,
more real life . . . and then return after death. Our life is
but one of the dreams of that more real life, and so it is
the
life of God . . . T wish you would understand me; 1 am

endlessly, until the very last one, the very real life

not playing, not inventing this: I believe in it, 1 see it
without doubt.®

Zen Master Tajz’

As Zen master Taji (1889-1953) approached death, his senior
disciples assembled at his bedside. One of them, remembering the
master was fond of a certain kind of cake, had spent half a day
searching the pastry shops of Tokyo for this confection, which he
now presented to him. With a wan smile the dying master accepted
a piece of the cake and slowly began munching it. As he grew
weaker, his disciples inquired whether he had any final words for
them.

“Yes,” the master replied.

The disciples leaned forward eagerly so as not to miss a word.
“Please tell us!”

“My, but this cake is delicious!” And with that he slipped away.®

Zen Master Tung-shan Liang-chieh

When Zen master Tung-shan Liang-chieh (807-6g), the first pa-
triarch of the S6td Zen sect in China, was dying, a monk said to
him, “Master, your four elements' are out of harmony, but is there
anyone who is never ill?”

“There is,” replied Tung-shan.

“Does that one look at you?” asked the monk.
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Existential Aspects of Death

wooden bowl. “You've lived all these years with your loving wife
and watched your eldest boy grow to manhood. For you not to shed
a tear over her remains,” exclaimed Hui-tzu, “would have been bad
enough. But singing and drumming away on a bowl—this is just
too much!”

“Not s0,” the master replied. “T am a normal man and grieved
when she died. But then I remembered that she had existed before
this birth. At that time she was without a body. Eventually, matter
was added to that spirit and, taking form, she was born. It is clear
to me that the same process of change which brought my wife to
birth eventually brought her to death, in a way as natural as the
progression of the seasons. Winter follows autumn. Summer fol-
lows spring. To wail and groan while my wife is sleeping peacefully
in the great chamber between heaven and earth would be to deny
these natural laws, of which I cannot claim ignorance. So I refrain.'?

Satsujo

When Satsujo, a deeply enlightened woman, lost her grand-
daughter, she could not contain her grief. An old man from the
neighborhood came and admonished her, “Why are you wailing so
much? If people hear this theyll all say, “Why does the old lady
who was enlightened under the famous Zen master Hakuin mourn
her granddaughter so much?” You ought to lighten up a bit.” Sat-
sujo glared at her neighbor and scolded him, “You bald-headed
idiot, what do you know? My tears and weeping are better for my
granddaughter than incense, flowers, and lamps!*

Incense and flowers are symbolic offerings to the memory of
her granddaughter. They are outward forms for her inward grief.
Offerings are a way of relating concretely to the dead through ob-
jects. But Satsujo, as a deeply enlightened woman who has seen
into the nonduality of life and death, doesn’t need to enlist such
aids to reach her granddaughter. Her tears, which express her deep
love for her granddaughter, have the power to bridge the land of
the living and the land of the dead.

Being enlightened doesn’'t mean you have no feelings, that you
are cold and unemotional. On the contrary, it means that you are
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Existential Aspects of Death

ter’s cotfin and gave a loud laugh. A priest, who was also a student
of the late master, reproached him, saying, “Wasn’t he your
teacher? Why do you laugh when you should be grieving for him?”

The disciple replied, “If you can say an appropriate word that
fulfills the Buddha’s teaching, I will grieve.” The priest stood mute.
Deploring this, the disciple said, “Alas, our teacher has truly gone,”
and he wept loudly. The significance of this last statement is crucial
to understanding the whole dialogue.

An appropriate word is any live, spontaneous word or action
charged with the force of one’s whole being. The admired live word
is the gut word, concrete and vibrant with feeling. The dead word
is the explanatory word, dry and lifeless, issuing from the head.
The first unifies, the second separates. Now, the important thing is
not to wobble but to respond at once. The same idea is expressed
in the folk saying “He who hesitates is lost.”

The senior disciple wants to test the priest, so he deliberately
laughs in front of the master’s coffin to see what kind of response
it will evoke. The latter fails the test by scolding the disciple for
laughing instead of weeping. Whereupon the disciple baits another
“trap” with the words “If you can say an appropriate word, I will
grieve.” Unable to respond, the priest stands mute. There is a place
for silence, of course, but this isn’t it.

WHAT Is “BIRTH AND DEATH?

In Sanskrit the realm of birth and death is called samsara: the
mundane phenomenal world of toil and struggle; of impermanence;
of the transformation which all phenomena, including our thoughts
and feelings, are ceaselessly undergoing in accordance with the law
of causation. Birth and death can be compared to the waves on the
ocean. The rise of a wave is one birth; the fall, one death. The size
of each is conditioned in part by the force of the previous one, the
force itself being generated by air currents, ground swells, rain, the
moon, and perhaps other elements. This process infinitely repeated
is birth-death-rebirth—the wheel of existence. The other side is
that in our Essential-nature there is no coming or going, no birth,
no change, no death. The problem, then, is how to transcend birth
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and death and find the place where there is no birth and no death.
According to Zen master Dogen, that place is the very realm of
birth and death.

We can speak of two kinds of birth and death: momentary and
“regular.”” Momentary birth and death—that is, momentary cre-
ation and destruction—takes place every millionth of a second, or
at some such phenomenal speed, as old cells die and new ones
come into being. So we can say that a new self is constantly being
born, and that a man of sixty is not the same as, yet not different
from, the person he was at thirty or at ten. Living is thus dying,
and dying living. In fact, with every inhalation we are being reborn
and with each exhalation we are dying.

You can compare birth to the appearance of clouds in the sky,
and death to their breaking up and scattering in all directions. Al-
though a cloudy and a clear sky can be described as different condi-
tions, the sky is unatfected. Or, to change the metaphor, our True-
essence is like a mirror, which reflects different phenomena. These
phenomena have a limited existence in time and space and in that
sense are ultimately unreal. But the mirror itself is permanent and
real—only in terms of this simile, of course—since it projects vary-
ing images without being marked by them. Similarly, True-mind
embraces all phenomena without being attected by them.

By training ourselves to live fully with life and to die wholly with
death at every moment, we are able to transcend both, gbing
beyond even the dualistic distinctions of transcendence and non- |
transcendence, subjective and objective. (See “Daily Dying.”) Our
life, as someone said, is not a mystery to be solved but a reality to
be lived.

Upon death, what happens to the force, the energy, that created
and sustained the physical organs and bodily functions? Does this
energy have an objective aspect? What can we understand about
that realm where consciousness has not yet divided itself into sub-
ject and object? Nothing at all. The world we see is a reconstruction
made by the limited instruments of our intellect and five senses. It
tollows, then, that whatever you understand intellectually is only an
aspect of truth. What is beyond understanding—uncognizable—is
the whole truth. From the absolute standpoint of Original-nature,
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Existential Aspects of Death

then, the terms “subjective” and “objective™ have no validity. That
is why we can say that life is no-life and death no-death.

Actually, we can’t say whether anything exists or doesn’t exist,
simply because nothing has an enduring life of its own; all forms are
empty of a self-substance, and nothing is the same from moment to
moment. Everything is in flux, constantly forming, dependent upon
causes and conditions, disintegrating, and reforming again. It’s like
a film. We get the impression that people are moving or acting in
it, but it’s all an illusion. The actions are real enough in terms of the
film—they're not a hallucination—but otherwise they are unreal.

Speaking of the identity of contraries, the sage Chuang-tzu says,
“The sage knows nothing of the distinction between subjective and
objective. From the standpoint of the Way, all things are One. Peo-
ple guided by the criteria of their own mind see only the contradic-
tion, the manifoldness, the difference; the sage sees the many
disappearing in the One . . .71

That this notion of the identity of contraries is not simply a prod-
uct of the oriental mind can be seen in these words of the Greek
philosopher Heraclitus: “Listen, not to me but to reason, and con-
fess the true wisdom that “All things are One, All is One,” the di-
vided and undivided, the begotten and the unbegotten, the mortal
and the immortal, reason and eternity, father and son, God and
justice . . . The beginning and the end are one. Life and death,
sleeping and waking, youth and age are identical.” By seeing inac-
tion in action and action in inaction, immobility in motion and mo-
tion in immobility, and the like, we arrive at the true state of things,
their Thusness.

THE FORCE OF THE UNIVERSE

The power or force or energy of the universe animates all exis-
tences. It cannot be named, for to name it is to limit it and it is
beyond all categories and limitations. But if we must give the
nameless a name

and we need to if we want to speak about it—we
may provisionally call it True- or Essential-nature. “It” also relates
to the flow of cause and effect, that is, the generation and disinte-
gration of phenomena according to causes and conditions. Simply
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Existential Aspects of Death

two being really one—then we can understand why it is
that the attempt to transcend the present level of con-
sciousness must give its due to the body. We shall also
see that belief in the body cannot tolerate an outlook that
denies the body in the name of the spirit.*

We see evidence of the role of the body in the attitude of those
American families who, in the Vietham War, lost sons or brothers
or husbands or fathers whose remains were never found or who
in one way or another were never accounted for by the military
authorities. As you know, our government has been under pressure
over the years from many American families to get Vietnam to re-
patriate the remains of their loved ones in spite of a long lapse of
time. Equally significant is an agreement signed by Vietnam and
France in which the former agreed to exhume and repatriate the
remains of French soldiers who died in Vietnam after 1939.>' Why
all this concern for remains? My perception is that, at some level of
their being, the American and French families feel that the remains
embody the substance of the missing loved ones.

What is involved here, I feel, is the need for families to come to
grips with unresolved emotions that have smoldered for a long
time. For this purpose you need a body, or at least some portion of
it. Because the destruction of the loved one took place in a remote
country under chaotic wartime conditions, and with much suffer-
ing, the need to repossess the remains, and honor them in a formal
ceremony becomes compelling. In reverencing the remains as rel-
ics, the family reaffirms its link with the departed and reassures its
members of their love for and fidelity to the memory of the de-
parted. The intuitions of the families must tell them that spirit can-
not be abstracted from body.

WHY Do WE FEAR DEATH?

Not all cultures fear death and therefore deny it, as ours does.
Lyall Watson insists there is absolutely no evidence to suggest that
fear is a natural and inevitable part of our dying behavior. “On the
contrary,” he writes, “in cultures where death is dealt with more
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openly and seen as part of the living process there is no fear of
death . . .” He also says that he does not know of a single organism
“that manifests a natural fear of death itself . . . When terminal
patients have had enough time, or have been given enough of
the right kind of help to conquer their fears and accept the inevita-
bility of dying, they often experience feelings of peace and
contentment . . 7?2

Socrates in a striking passage implies that fear of death is unnat-
ural because it is grounded in the egoistic notion that one knows
what one does not know: “To fear death, gentlemen, is nothing
other than to think oneseif wise when one is not: for it is to think
one knows what one does not know. No man knows whether death
may not even turn out to be the greatest of blessings for a human
being; and yet people fear it as if they knew for certain that it is the
greatest of evils.”?3

Why, then, in the developed Western nations is the fear of death
so widespread? What are the causes and how can they be over-
come? Some have their genesis in the unprecedented violence of
our time and its explosions into intermittent warfare; others can be
traced to the ongoing threat of nuclear annihilation and the de-
struction of all life as we now know it. Generally, the fear of death
can be broken down into the specific fears of pain, loneliness, aban-
donment, mutilation, and loss of self, however self is defined. No
doubt it also has a nonrational dimension, like the fear of the dark
and the fear of the unknown. But it has deep psychological roots as
well. These are set forth by the French psychotherapist Ignace
Lepp in his book Death and Its Mysteries.** Since his observations
are perceptive, I will try to summarize them and also indicate what
I believe to be the root cause of the fear of death from a Buddhist
perspective.

Lepp feels that the fear of death, which he distinguishes from a
paralyzing anxiety about death, is normal and actually increases our
joy in living. (Lepp also distinguishes the fear of death from the
fear of dying.) He observes that if human existence obeyed the
laws of logic, we could expect to find that those who live most in-
tensely and love life most passionately would fear death the most,
and that those who find life a painful burden would welcome death.
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Existential Aspects of Death

But his research shows that the opposite is usually true. He cites
examples of people in France during World War II who “vegetated
more than they lived”; these people were the most afraid and the
first to run for the shelters during air raids.

Lepp then goes on to point out that there are human beings who
aren’t afraid of their own death but of the death of others, particu-
larly those they love or depend on. Furthermore, he makes the
pertinent observation that sometimes we expori(‘.nce an agonizing
fear of another’s death because we see in that person’s death a
harbinger or reminder of our own mortality.

An aspect of our fear of death which is relatively recent in origin,
and which Lepp treats in his book, is a fear of collective death.
Since the fifties, with the onset of the insane race for nuclear supe-
riority, the fear of collective death has become pervasive. Lepp
finds it psychologically significant that the fear ot death by thermo-
nuclear war or accident is greatest in those countries that have the
largest number of these frightful weapons. Today, the stronger and
richer a nation is, the greater is its insecurity. Lepp feels this is a
partial explanation of the disarray of our time, which is expressed
in crime, vandalism, and eroticism, and in the accelerated pace of
life. Even modern music and dance seem to express the despair of
a humanity that no longer believes in its own future.

Ultimately, Lepp argues, the neurotic fear of death is closely
related to a person’s sense of individuality; the more one is con-
scious of oneself as an individual rather than as a member of a
group, the greater is the fear of death. For Lepp the principal cause
of the fear of death, at least in the West, seems to be the excessive
individualism of modern people. In the older civilizations of the
East, relatively little importance is given to individual destiny. In
the prosperous countries of the West we live more exclusively for
ourselves, and our sense of self-identity is more developed.

What is Lepp’s prescription for overcoming the fear of death?
After identitying alcohol, narcotics, and the frenzied pursuit of
pleasure in today’s society as so many efforts to dispel this tear, he
surveys the various philosophic approaches of the West and finds
them all sadly lacking. Finally he concludes, “It is my conviction
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that an intense love of life is the best and perhaps only effective
antidote against the fear of death.”?

With his emphasis on individuality, Lepp, I feel, hints at the
cause of the dread of death without directly pinpointing its roots.
This fear, to put it more precisely, seems to me to be grounded in
a strong sense of the “I"—an attachment to a finite self—and the
feeling that death may bring about its dissolution. Death is feared
because it is seen as the end of our existence: it precipitates us into
oblivion.

How, it may be asked, can an intense love of life develop when
one’s “fiery energies” are constantly focused on the assertion of the
ego-I—a stance our individualistic society actively encourages? In
those cultures which equate human perfection with the loss of ego,
death is not the tragedy it is felt to be in societies such as our own
which worship at the altar of the finite self. So long as we associate
Mind with brain and see the brain only as part of the body, we will
be terrified at the thought that one day we will disintegrate and
become a nothing—a zero.

Speaking of the fear of death, the philosopher Horace Kallen
writes, “There are persons who shape their lives by the fear of
death, and persons who shape their lives by the joy of life. The
former live dying, the latter die living. Whenever I die, I intend to
die living.” As a way of life, Kallen’s philosophy is admirable. But
like Lepp, he doesn’t tell us how our pufted-up egos, the bar to the
cultivation of that joy, can be deflated.

Understandably, Lepp, as a psychotherapist, employs the meth-
ods of his profession in dealing with the death anxiety, which he
feels is neurotic (although the fear of death, he says, is not). He
goes on to say that “a neurotic fear of death is most often the ex-
pression of a general anxiety whose real causes are unconscious
and originate with the trauma of adolescence, childhood, or birth.”
However, a serious illness or the death of a loved one can cause the
fear to blossom into consciousness. Coping with this neurotic fear
may require isolating childhood or adolescent traumas that have
crystallized into repressions, obsessions, depressions, phobias, or
other psychological conflicts, all of which are a bar to a healthy,
joyous rapport with life.
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Moreover, straightening out a convoluted psyche can be a long
and laborious process requiring many years’ treatment, with results
not always favorable. It can also be expensive. If the root cause of
the fear or anxiety about death, namely a full-bDlown sense of 1, is
not dealt with, such apprehensions, 1 believe, cannot truly be dis-
pelled. Still, if the fear of death can be saddled to an aspiration for
awakening, it can spur one toward enlightenment.

The ultimate aim of the psychotherapist, presumably, is to adjust
a patient to the norms of society so that he or she can function
freely within them. But since those norms themselves reflect a neu-
rotic state
and other instead of as a nondual whole

one that views 1'(3'dlit_\’ from the false standp()int of self

the patient’s inner vision,
even when freed of neurotic restraints, is still myopic. And so while
psychologically well-adjusted individuals may want to cultivate an
intense love of life, they are unable to do so for the reasons indi-

cated; inevitably they end up chasing shadows—shadows of hope
as well as of fear.

From a Buddhist perspective, the key to dispelling the fear of
death is the loosening of the fetters of the ego. We loosen these
fetters every time we forgo indulging our own desires but rather
support the group effort, whether that group be our own family,
fellow workers, friends, neighbors, or even one’s country. But
equally important, we must stop despising or adoring our personal
self, neither retreating from life nor pushing at it. Every horizontal-
izing of the mast of I is a step in the direction of whittling down
ego and thus the fear of death.

Part of this process is cultivating a certain quality of meekness.
When Christ said, “The meek shall inherit the earth,” he wasn’t
referring to the spineless and the obsequious, but to those with
forbearance and humility, those not overly proud or self-assertive.
Meekness does not translate as weakness. In the original sense of
the word, meekness means self-surrender—giving up all self-
seeking. In the words of the philosopher Moses Maimonides, “No
crown carries such royalty with it as doeth humility.”?” But as we
know, modesty can also be the worst form of vanity: “You can have
no greater sign of a confirmed pride than when you think you are
humble enough.”"
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To effect a complete and authentic transformation, we need to
sidestep the twin evils of a mock, prideful humility on the one hand
and compulsive self-assertion on the other. It is only from this puri-
fied state that it is possible to awaken to the realization of who and
what we are.

Eco

When we talk about the ego, it is important to be precise be-
cause it’s a word with many shades of meaning. The ego-I can be
defined as the sense of oneself as an isolated being set apart from
other selves—in other words, the unshakable belief that “I am here
and the world stands outside me.” But this notion of oneself as a
discrete individual is a fiction produced by our senses and bifurcat-
ing intellect. Modern psychology, I understand, views ego some-
what differently. It attaches importance to the ego because it sees
it as relating to our self-image, that is, to understanding ourselves
as a particular organism that experiences the external world
through our senses. In this view, consciousness is inconceivable
without an ego. If there is no ego, there is nobody to be conscious
of anything. And so the ego is said to be indispensable to the con-
sciousness process with which it is identified.

We are talking here about what may be called the individual
empirical consciousness, a level of awareness tied to the five senses
and the discriminating intellect. The image of ourselves that grows
out of our time-and-sense-bound consciousness is, in an ultimate
sense, unreal. In fact, all of our selt-limiting activities grow out of
this false picture of ourselves. As a result of this false picture, we
postulate a dualistic world of self and other, of things separated and
isolated, of pain and struggle, birth and death, killing and being
killed. This picture is untrue because it barely scratches the sur-
face. It is like looking at the one-eighth of an iceberg above the
water and refusing to acknowledge the seven-eighths underneath.
For if we could see beyond the ever-changing forms into the under-
lying reality, we would realize that fundamentally there is nothing
but harmony and unity and that this perfection is no different from
the phenomenal world of incessant change and transformation. But
our vision is limited and our intuitions weak.
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Now ego, that shadowy, phantomlike figure with insatiable de-
sires and a lust for dominance, sits astride the senses like some
oriental potentate. Or, to change the simile, ego is like a magician
carrying up his sleeve the deadly tricks of greed, anger, and wrong
thinking. Worse, he is quite capable of rationalizing his actions with
an air of sweet reasonableness. This wily and slippery conjurer de-
ludes us into believing we can enjoy the delights of the senses with-
out pain only by delivering ourselves into his hands.

Of the many devices employed by ego to keep us in his power,
none is more effective than language. The English language is so
structured that it demands the repeated use of the personal pro-
noun “I” for grammatical nicety and presumed clarity. Actually this
“I” is no more than a figure of speech, a convenient convention,
but we talk and act as though it were real and true. Listen to any
conversation and see how the stress invariably falls on the “I"—"I
said .. .,”“I'did...,” “I'like...,” "I hate ...” All this plays into
the hands of ego, strengthening our servitude and enlarging our
sufferings, for the more we postulate this I the more we are ex-
posed to ego’s never-ending demands.

Our relative mind of ego, aided by language, deceives us in other
ways. It Constantly tempts us mto distinctions, comparisons, and
judgments which take us further and further from the concrete and
the real into the realm of the speculative and the abstract. Take the
case of an individual walking along who suddenly hears the sound
of a bell. Immediately his discriminating mind evaluates it as beau-
tiful or jarring, or distinguishes it as a church bell or some other
kind. Ideas associated with a similar sound heard in the past may
also intrude, and these are analyzed and compared. With each such
judgment the experience of pure hearing becomes fainter and
fainter, until one no longer hears the sound but hears only his
thoughts about it.

Let us now examine the source of ego from the standpoint of the
nine consciousnesses of Buddhist psychology. The first five are the
root-consciousnesses of seeing, hearing, tasting, touching, and
smelling. The sixth consciousness is the conceptual faculty that dis-
tinguishes and classifies the data of the senses and is what we call
the intellect. The seventh root-consciousness is the seat of the per-
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(1-6) present present present
individual action '\ action action
cmpirical
consciousness

(7)
self-awareness
CONSCIONSNEss

(8)
relative seed
consciousness

sced new new
seed seed

DIAGRAM 2: Cause and Effect and the Levels of Consciousness

In a sense, the eighth level is the basis of personality and charac-
ter since it continuously seeds new actions, giving rise to different
thoughts and varying behavior. (See also Diagram 2.) These
thoughts and behavior patterns in turn change the quality of the
repository consciousness as they are instantaneously impressed
upon it to become new seeds of action. Karma (which will be dis-
cussed in detail later) develops as the ever accumulating seed expe-
riences, in response to causes and conditions, blossom forth as new
actions—which are not only effects but also causes of seeds. This
process, even while it is fragmented, is continuous and endless.*

Strictly speaking, ego itself cannot be said to survive death.
However, the seventh level of consciousness, the former abode of
the I-awareness, does persist. It can be likened to a blank sheet of
paper—flypaper—Iying in wait for the ego’s return. In fact, it is the
ego-serving desire for a body, and all that that implies, that is the
propelling force behind rebirth. Or, stated another way, rebirth is
the inevitable consequence of our not having attained total libera-
tion in the preceding life. (See “Rebirth” section.) Thus the unend-
ing cycle of birth-living-dying-death-rebirth continues unbroken,
driven by the volition, instincts, and habit patterns born of craving,
anger, and delusion—driven by, in a word, ego. The physical body
is, as it were, a composite or crystallization of our deluded, ego-
based thoughts.
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Let us now consider ego from the standpoint of epistemology.
Our knowledge of the phenomenal world is gained through a
subject-object relation. That is, we as subjects look at objects, dis-
criminate them from ourselves and from other objects, assign them
names, properties, and characteristics, and make judgments about
them. We tacitly agree among ourselves, for example, to call a cer-
tain object a tree. We then forget that “tree” is an arbitrary concept
that in no way reveals the true identity of this object. What, then,
is a tree? A philosopher might call it ultimate truth; a botanist, a
living organism; a physicist, a mass of electrons swirling around
nuclei; an artist, a unique shape with distinctive coloring; a carpen-
ter, a potential table. To a dog, however, it is a urinal. All descrip-
tions or analyses are but a looking from one side at that which has
infinite dimensions. The essential quality of the tree is more than
anything that can be said about it.

Similarly, we tinker with time by dividing it into past, present,
and future, and into years, months, days, and so forth. This is con-
venient, but we need to remember that this “slicing” is artificial
and arbitrary—the product of our discriminating mind, which dis-
cerns only the surface of things. Timelessness is unaccounted for.
Thus we conceive a world that is conceptual, limited, and far re-
moved from the actual. Because we view objects as from a distance,
we do not have an all-embracing, direct, intuitive awareness of
them. And since we have not penetrated them to their coré, our
knowledge of them is limited and one-sided. ’

At the center of this process is the ego-self. Because it stands
apart from all other selves, it considers itself the unique center of
things. In reality it is merely an objectified self and not the true,
living, unconditioned Self, which underlies and unifies all exis-
tence. This latter cannot be objectified or be known through reason
or conceptualization, for it is inconceivable and unimaginable. It is
the elusive, unnameable actor always behind the scenes. Thus all
attempts to know our original Self through intellection and imagi-
nation are doomed to failure.

Actually there is no personal self: the entire universe is the Self.
Not knowing we are this majestic Self, we imagine ourselves to be
no more than this puny body, just a speck in the universe. Thus we
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mistakenly postulate an other, imagine a gulf between self and
other where none exists, and then exalt ourselves and put down
others. This is the basic delusion of sentient beings.

Our estrangement from the real Self is reflected in the unsatis-
factory quality of our life

the pain, the existential anxiety, the un-
fulfillment. This human predicament can be compared to a wheel
not running true on its axle and thus grinding. Fragmented and
frustrated, we long for wholeness and freedom.

We are split off from our true Self in yet another way. Even as
we exist in time and space, in a world that is finite, impermanent,
and material, simultaneously we inhabit a world that is infinite,
eternal, and formless. Owing to our bifurcating intellect, which di-
vides and separates, we are alienated from our Essential-mind. This
Mind cannot be perceived until we are in an awakened state. Thus
we are the flawed children of Mother Earth and Father Spirit. Liv-
ing in our temporary home, the biosphere, with its pain, its beauty,
its joy, we are estranged from our permanent abode, the viable
Void.

This brings us to a consideration of intellect and its relation to
ego. It should be remembered that the illusion of ego—of one’s
own separate existence as an enduring reality, set off against the
rest of the universe—may be seen as the root cause of the problems
of life and death: fearful clinging to life and terror of a death which
appears to be the annihilation of one’s life. The discriminating in-
tellect is perhaps the foremost instrument of the ego in perpetuat-
ing this illusion. In Western psychology, T understand, intellect is
usually considered the last faculty to develop in a child. Actually,
intellect exists in a rudimentary state even in the embryo. With
intellect’s further unfolding, our perception of the world as it really
is becomes distorted. I touched on this earlier. Now let me expand
on it. Conditioned as we are to filter all perceptions through the
intellect, which in turn conveys them to the seventh level of con-
sciousness (where the sense of an ego-I takes hold), we find irresist-
ible the belief that each of us is a discrete and separate entity. As
the persistent ego-I awareness develops and strengthens over time,
it becomes more and more solidified through the intellect, affecting
in turn our perception of the world.
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The net result is that we begin to think and act as though we
were separated entities confronted by a world external to us. In the
unconscious, the idea of I, or selfhood, becomes fixed, and from
this arise such thought patterns as “I hate this, I love that; I need
this, I don’t want that; this is mine, that’s yours.” Nourished by
this fodder, the ego-1 comes to dominate the personality, attacking
whatever threatens its position and grasping at anything which will
enlarge its power. Antagonism, greed, and alienation, culminating
in suftering, are the inevitable consequences of this circular pro-
cess. The ego-I, or small self, can be compared to a tumor: in one
sense it is foreign to the body; in another, it was produced by it. Or,
to change the metaphor: “Far from being a door to the abundant
life, the ego is a strangulated hernia. The more it swells, the tighter
it shuts oft that circulation of compassion with the rest of life on
which man’s health depends absolutely, [and] the more pain is
bound to rise.”3"

In spite of all this, the ego, this wily creature, is not to be de-
spised; for when his machinations become unbearably painful,
there arises within us an irresistible longing for freedom from the
restriction and pain, and a desire to transcend these sufferings so
as to attain inward peace and wisdom.

Ego performs yet another valuable function. Behind all creative
endeavors—whether it be designing a spacecratft, creating a work
of art, or uncovering an unknown law of nature—lies the desire,
conscious or unconscious, for Self-knowledge. And the propelling -
force behind this desire is ego—the wish of the self to undertake
these activities. We can also say with Ernest Becker that ego repre-
sents a natural urge by the life force itself toward an expansion of
experience, toward more life.

For those of the highest spiritual attainment the ego is trans-
muted into a selfless-1. Because the body still exists, however, the
pull toward the reinvigoration of an ego-1 continues. For this rea-
son even spiritual masters must be on guard against falling into
habit patterns that favor the reassertion of ego. Only one who is
free from the slightest thought of self can be said to be truly egoless
and therefore Buddhalike. For such a one no thoughts of the body
remain. In this state it is possible to go to one’s death without the
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slightest trace of sorrow, rancor, or fear. Dying for such an individ-
ual is no different from living, living is another form of dying, and
both at base are seen as unreal.

Buddhahood is latent in each of us. After all, the Buddha himself
was once no ditferent from you and me. But we do need to strive
to get out of ourselves, to “get lost,” to immerse ourselves totally in
whatever confronts us. In losing ourselves we gain a relationship to
something greater than the self:

Bravely let go your hold

On the edge of the precipice
And die to the small self.

Then what is naturally revealed
Is the True-nature in which
There is neither life nor death.

This vivid image of a precipice is a metaphor for the varied circum-
stances, more painful on the whole than joyous, of our life. Most of
us are, metaphorically speaking, hanging by the skin of our teeth
from a precipice. At any moment we may fall and be dashed to bits
on the jagged rocks below. Dying to the I means freeing oneself
from attachments, from clinging—to people, to wants, to hopes, to
fantasies, even to ideals (“poisoning the real with the ideal,” in
D. H. Lawrence’s seminal phrase), and, above all, to one’s suffer-
ings. We need to stop clutching at the momentary aspects of
life and let go of our preconceived notions of how things should or
should not be. Only then can we be reawakened to a wholly new
world—greater, freer, and more beautiful than the old, ego-
dominated one. Kierkegaard sums it up superbly:

To let go is to lose your foothold temporarily.
Not to let go is to lose your foothold forever.

While Kierkegaard may overdramatize, he nevertheless captures
a profound truth. The process of dying is as important for life as
the process of being born. It is only because we identify the process
of dying with the dissolution of the body that we arrive at our one-
sided and negative conception of death.
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Existential Aspects of Death

thing shines with its own light. Every single thing sings out the
glory of creation. Existence is a marvelous thing.

We are all flowers
blossoming
n a b]()()ming universe.>?

FACING DEATH FEARLESSLY

There hasn’t been a culture or civilization in history, I think it is
fair to say—whether it be that of aborigine tribes in Australia or
the Greek culture at its zenith—that has not bestowed its highest
accolades on those men and women who faced death unflinchingly,
with courage and dignity. When they knew they had to die, these
heroes didn’t rage against it. They conquered death by their su-

preme indifference to it or—and this amounts to the same thing—
their total concurrence in it, robbing it of its power to sting and
thus gaining true immortality. Think of Christ and Socrates, of
Thomas More and Joan of Arc, and of the Zen masters and the
Buddha

inspiring the lives of innumerable ordinary men and women who

how inspiring their lives and deaths! And how equally

almly looked death in the face. The last tribute we owe life is a
dignified death.

A dignified, or “good,” death is one in which there is no railing
or struggling against imminent death—above all, a death without
sadness, without regret, without apprehension, without bitterness,
without terror. It is dying freely, naturally, like falling asleep, not
clinging to or clutching at life, just “going with the flow”—not
“flow” or “letting go” in a psychological sense, but in the transcen-
dent sense of the “eternal yea,” of yielding to an inner, mysterious
force that takes over when all self-striving ceases. This can be seen
in the following example:

When Zen master Tung-shan felt it was time for him
to go, he had his head shaved, took a bath, put on his
robe, rang the bell to bid farewell to the community, and
sat up till he breathed no more. To all appearances he
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had died. Thereupon the whole community burst out
crying grievously as little children do at the death of their
mother. Suddenly the master opened his eyes and said
to the weeping monks, “We monks are supposed to be
detached from all things transitory. In this consists true
spiritual life. To live is to work, to die is to rest. What is
the use of groaning and moaning?” He then ordered a
“stupidity-purifying” meal for the whole community.
After the meal he said to them, “Please make no fuss
over me! Be calm as befits a family of monks! Generally
speaking, when anyone is at the point of going, he has no
use for noise and commotion.” Thereupon he returned
to the Abbot’s room, where he sat up as in meditation till
he passed away.*

Zen masters aside, not all ordinary people die in pain. But it is
possible to go with the flow even it one is in deep pain. Let me
illustrate this with another story. As a Zen master lay dying he cried
out in pain. Upset by his cries, one of his students said, “Master!
Why are you calling out like that?” The master responded, “My
crying in pain is no different from my laughing in joy.” Like these
masters, if you train yourself to become one with your daily life,
you will be able to go with the flow whatever the circumstances of
your death—or life. 1
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MEDITATIONS
UN DEATH

A good death
does honor to a whole life.

PETRARCH

M EDITATIONS ON DEATH are a means of purifying the mind in
order to gain a crucial revelation of the meaning and signifi-
cance of life and death. As such, death meditations have been re-
garded as an indispensable element in a wide array of cultures: the
Egyptian and Indian, the Chinese and Japanese, the Hellenic and
Roman, the Hebrew and Islamic, in both their ancient and modemn
forms. Because of death’s general unfathomableness and the dread
and terror it inspires in most people, the conquest of death, or
deathlessness, has a central place in the teachings of all religions.
Unless this fear and terror is replaced by comfort and hope, a tran-
quil mind state is impossible. The unwillingness to think of death
is itself a kind of death, for the poignancy of life is inseparable from
the knowledge of its inevitable decay.

Death meditations may strike some as a morbid preoccupation,
a falling in love with death rather than with life. Yet the deep ac-
ceptance of death as the teacher of life divests these reflections of
any macabre quality. The purpose of death meditations is to instill
in the meditator the confidence to walk unafraid with the ever-
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Meditations on Death

It is to live through dying, to practice cying while living. Herein is
the way of the philosopher for Plato—the way in which death is
overcome. "

The Buddha was equally emphatic about the value of such medi-
tation: “Of all footprints, that of the elephant is supreme. Similarly,
of all mindfulness meditations, that on death is supreme.”

As well, Marcus Aurelius (A.D. 121-180). the Roman emperor
and Stoic philosopher, wrote, “The constant recollection of death
is the test of human conduct.”s

Meditation that totally involves body and mind takes us beyond
the senses, beyond our thoughts and feelings, into a transcendent
state. But death meditations are valuable not only for that reason.
When they are fueled by the primal terror of death, they can break
through the psychological armor encasing us and evoke what may
be called the “questioning mind,” the prerequisite for genuine
transformation.

Understandably the various religions have cultivated forms of
death meditation appropriate to their basic spiritual aims. The
methods of these religions have been preserved in both the written
and oral traditions of the different cultures. The Egyptian Book of
the Dead, The Tibetan Book of the Dead, and the medieval text The
Art of Dying are perhaps the best known. The material that follows
is drawn partly from these writings, but also from the various Bud-
dhist traditions, with which T am most familiar. These meditations
on death are intended to help the student confront the reality of
his own finitude in a concrete way and thereby gain an intense
awareness of his own eventual death, and with it a greater apprecia-
tion of life.

Generally, meditations on death can be divided into philosophic
reflections and experiential aspects. The philosophic portions, con-
sisting of ancient writings by prominent masters, are still taught in
many monasteries and spiritual centers in both the West and the
East as a theoretical basis for the practices themselves. For the so-
called practical, I have drawn upon the oral teachings handed down
by masters in the various traditions. Also included are specific
methods of meditation transmitted to me by my own teachers dur-
ing my fifteen years of training in Asia, thirteen of them in Japanese
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Zen monasteries and temples. In addition, I have added methods
of practice congenial to Western students. Where any of the prac-
tices are inextricably entwined with their native cultures, I have
sought to put them in the context of our own Western culture.

REFLECTIONS ON DEATH: EIGHT POINTS OF VIEW

These death meditations are abstracted from the Visuddhi-
magga, by Buddhaghosa (fifth century A.p.), a highly respected
Buddhist monk-teacher. To enable the meditator to come to grips
with the reality of his own death, the text instructs him to reflect
on death from the following eight points of view:

1. death as having the appearance of an executioner, that
is, as though a murderer were standing in front of one
ready to strike one down

2. death as the ruin of all success

3. death as the inevitable end for all persons: just as it
strikes down the great and mighty, so will it strike us
down also

4. death as the result of “sharing the body with many”:

a reflection on the infinite number of factors, both in-

ternal and external, that can cause death

death as lying near at hand

death as “signless,” that is, nothing about it can be

predicted or known in advance

7. death as the certain end of a lifespan that is short at
best: and

-

> Ut

8. death as a constant phenomenon, ()ccnrring at every
moment.*®

I will elaborate on only one of these eight points, the third, and will
briefly touch on some of the others, leaving it to the reader to
supply his own examples illustrating the substance of each of the
other points. Reflecting on these points is indispensable prepara-
tion for meditation on the word death, the core of the practice,
which we will discuss a little later. We all know that we cannot
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eseape death, but intellectual reeognition is one thing, experiential
awareness another. This is the great value of symb()lically confront-
ing death thr()ugh these meditations.

Meditation on the Inevitability of Death

The third point concerns death as the end for everyone. In this
practiee one is instrueted to refleet on the deaths of about seven
accomplished individuals who have had worldly sueeess, fame, and
power and yet eould not avert death. They might be past figures or
contemporary. For example, one might think of Julius Caesar in
this line from Hamlet:

Imperious Caesar dead and turn’d to c]ay
Might stop a hole to keep the wind away.

One ean refleet, “Caesar was the most powerful man of his day, his
armies had conquered most of the known world, his wealth was
enormous—yet death eventually struek him down and returned
him to dust. How can I hope to escape the same end?” One should
remind oneself that the powerful and the weak, the sage and the
fool, the generous and the stingy, the most honored of men (an
Einstein, for example) and the most miserable beggar—the same
fate awaits them all, and us too: death. In the grave we are all equal.
Similarly, one ean reflect on the violent deaths of tyrants sueh as
Hitler and Mussolini. Both dietators had absolute power over the

lives of millions of people, yet their ultimate fate, too, was death.

Reflecting on the Eight Points

One may ponder these eight views while sitting, standing, lying
down, or walking, or when one is riding in a ear, a bus, a plane, or
a train. It is helpful to memorize them or to write them on a small
card to keep for referenee. They can be elaborated or modified as
one sees fit. That is, one may supply more personally meaningful
metaphors or may relate these eight points to one’s own life experi-
ences. Their value, however, lies in retaining their essential formu-
lations as reference points and refleeting on them.
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In connection with these reflections, and as an adjunct to them,
one needs to remind oneself again and again of how fortunate one
is to have the rare privilege—the good karma—ot being born a
human being in this lifetime, and that the deepest purpose of
human life is to awaken to the meaning of birth and death.

It is inadvisable to perform these exercises at random. Rather,

begin with one exercise and continue to meditate on it until it has
sunk deeply into your consciousness, after which you can go on to
the next practice, working with it in the same manner.

MEDITATING ON THE WORD DEATH

The Visuddhimagga defines death as “the cutting off of the life
force tor the length of one existence.” The meditator is instructed
to retire to a quiet, solitary place and focus his mind on the thought
“Death will take place, the life force will be cut off,” or simply to
meditate on the word death. The practice seems outwardly simple,
yet to develop an ongoing mindfulness of death is actually quite
difficult. This is due to what Freud in his essay on death called “our
attitude towards death”—that while we airily proclaim that death
is the fate of all of us, actually we act as though an exception will
be made in our case.* Implicit in Buddhaghosa’s treatise is his con-
viction that only constant mindfulness of death and frequent medi-
tation on it will dislodge this deep-seated belief. -

If early in life one works at dispelling this subconscious belief
that “Somehow death will spare me,” and reflects on the ever-
present possibility of death, life takes on new meaning and direc-
tion. The uncertainty of when death may come makes us value each
moment and frees us from the illusion, common to the young, that
we have an infinite amount of time to accomplish things. The con-
viction that death may strike at any time enables us to focus on
what is meaningtul and to discard the nonessentials on which we
expend so much precious time. The realization that the grave is our
common destiny arouses compassion for the least among us; this is
not unlike people’s experiences in European bomb shelters during
World War I1, where strangers, made intimate by sharing the possi-
bility of immediate death, gave of themselves to help others in ways
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rarely seen in more ordinary times. And not the least, it encourages
us to live each day as though it were the last.

This is attested to by many people, among them the distin-
guished psychologist Abraham Maslow, who suffered a near-fatal
heart attack and afterward wrote a letter about it to a friend: “The
confrontation with death—and the reprieve from it—makes every-
thing look so precious, so sacred, so beautiful, that 1 feel more
strongly than ever the impulse to love it, to embrace it, and to let
myself be overwhelmed by it. My river has never looked so
beautiful . . .74

Let us now focus on the meditation itself. Masters of old advise.
“Stick the word death on your forchead and keep it there.” In the
beginning it is effective to harmonize the inhalations and exhala-
tions with the soft vocalization of the word death. Later the word
may be uttered only on the exhalation. One need not visualize the
word itself, unless picturing it helps keep it in mind. The mind
should be fully concentrated on the meaning of the word death:
care should be taken to avoid a mechanical repetition of it.

MEDITATION ON A DEATH KOoAN

Zen master Hakuin (1686-1764) said:

If you should have the desire to see into your own na-
ture, you should first investigate the word death. If you
want to know how to investigate the word death, then
at all times while walking, standing, sitting, or reclining,
without despising activity, without being caught up in
quictude, merely investigate the koan: “After I am dead
and cremated, where has the ‘true person of no rank’
gone?” [Or, in other words, “After I'm dead, where am
1?7]

Among all the teachings and instructions, the word
death has the most unpleasant and disgusting connota-
tions. Yet if you once suddenly penetrate this “death”
koan, [you will find that] there is no more felicitous
teaching than this instruction that serves as the key to
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the realm in which birth and death are transcended,
where the place in which you stand is the Diamond inde-
structible, and where you have become a divine immor-
tal, unaging and undying. The word death is the vital
essential that you must first determine for yourself.*?

Meditation on the Transitory Nature of Life

In all earnestness tell yourself, “The most important task facing
me as a human being is to transcend the ceaseless cycle of births,
deaths, and rebirths, to awaken to the true meaning of my life and
death.” To arouse this determination, one must be deeply aware of
the evanescent nature of life: that we are born in the morning and
die in the evening; that the friend we saw yesterday is no longer
with us today. Most of us see impermanence in the lite ot another
but do not relate it to our own body. Seriously tell yourself, “Even
though I live to be seventy or eighty, death will surely catch up
with me.” But even this is putting it too mildly. Think of what might
happen to you tonight or tomorrow. You might be killed in a plane
or car crash, or be caught in an avalanche, flood, or earthquake. Or
you could be tortured or shot by terrorists. Or, closer to home, you
might discover that you have a life-threatening disease.

A MEDITATION ON DEATH USING BEADS

Many years ago in Burma I stayed at the home of a businessman
with a spiritual outlook on life. He meditated every day, and to
judge from his serene, radiant countenance and deep contentment
(he was sixty-five at the time), his meditations, though informal,
were most effective. This is how he performed them: Every morn-
ing he rose at five and seated himself, with his feet firmly on the
ground, on a park bench overlooking a brook that flowed through
his property. He told me he made it a point not to slouch or lean
back, but to sit erect. In his right hand he held a long string of
smooth beads, which he rubbed one at a time while he visualized
each member of his family, then his friends, and lastly those about
whom he had harbored unkind thoughts. All these people he then
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embraced mentally, directing thoughts of loving kindness toward
them. This exercise over, he began concentrating on the word
death, more or less in the manner outlined above, fingering each
bead as he focused on the word. This type of meditation is suitable
for beginners and advanced students alike.

THE DAY OF THE DEAD IN MEXICO

The skull, which survives the disintegration of the flesh and sin-
ews, is a symbol of both the impermanence of the body and the
indestructibility of our Essential-nature. This seeming disparity has
parallel religious and social significance. It can be seen most vividly
on the Day of the Dead in Mexico. Throughout the country on
November 2, calaveras (“living” skeletons) rise up from their se-
pulchral abodes, magically called back to life for a brief day in a
symbolic mingling of life and death. These whimsical memento
mori can be seen merrily playing musical instruments, engaging in
trades they practiced in their earthly existence, or taking part in
such social activities as weddings and dances. They are striking re-
minders of the fleeting nature of earthly existence and the vanity
of human desires. Calaveras are actually another form of medita-
tion on death and, as such, are more personal and real since they
are objectifications of departed parents or grandparents or chil-
dren. They forge a link between animate and inanimate existence,
thus helping to preserve the chain of continuity of the family.

On the days leading up to the Day of the Dead, families welcome
back the departed with food and drink, song and merriment. If
Grandfather José was fond of tamales during his earthly existence,
a plate of them is placed in front of his photograph on an altar set
up for the occasion in his family’s house. And on homemade altars
in other homes, families place special cakes inscribed with the
names of their departed, yellow flowers (associated with the dead),
and candles—offerings made not to death but to the “returning
dead.” On the final night of the festival, José’s family joins other
families in a candlelight vigil at the local cemetery to “light his way
(and that of the other ‘returning dead’) back” to the grave.

These rites are a symbolic way of bringing “alive,” if only for a
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Facing Death

repression and injustice, or simply because they belonged to a cer-
tain ethnic group. More commonly, countless soldiers in wartime
have courageously faced death. The same is true of civilians. And
of course there have been those admirable women and men who,
though suffering from a fatal illness or disability, have uncringingly
looked death in the face.

In the history of America one thinks of Nathan Hale and the
words he uttered as he was about to be hanged by the British as an
American spy: “I only regret that I have but one life to give for my
country.” If he actually did speak these words, can we infer from
them that he faced death with utter equanimity? In World War II,
members of Japanese kamikaze squads often wrote home, “As I go
into my last battle, how happy am I to be able to sacrifice myself
until my seventh lifetime® for the glory of the emperor and the
honor of Japan!™ Were these lofty sentiments inspired by a heroic
patriotism or did they conceal a deep fear or neurosis?

Stated more concretely, did all these courageous individuals
somehow manage to overcome their fears, or were they fearless?
And if the latter, was it perhaps because of an inability to imagine
their own death? In other words, how consummate was their seem-
ingly composed acceptance of death? We can’t say, for we know so
little of their lives. We do, though, know much more about the life
and the manner of death of those whose brief biographies follow.

SOCRATES (4707-399 B.C.)

Socrates, the Greek philosopher of Athens, is one of the best-
known models in the West of a solitary hero who moved as freely
into death as he walked through life, with utter serenity and fear-
lessness. From Plato’s dialogues we learn that this “wisest of men”
was completely unintimidated by death, and where one would ex-
pect despair and anxiety in his last hours, he is full of peace and
loving wisdom. His only concerns are to comfort those who have
come to comfort him, and to set an example of how to die a laud-
able death.*” From what source came the wisdom that inspired
such serenity? To get an answer to this question, let us briefly ex-
amine some significant milestones in Socrates’ life: that of soldier
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and philosopher; his trial, sentencing, and imprisonment; the ex-
traordinary scene preceding his drinking the hemlock poison de-
creed by his captors, and its fatal aftermath.

Very little is known of Socrates’ early life, since Plato—our prin-
cipal source of information about Socrates—was with him for only
the last ten years of his life. We do know that Socrates was an
Athenian soldier distinguished by his courage, endurance, and
presence of mind in battle. When nominated for military honors,
he demurred, giving the honors instead to his superior, whose life
he had saved. Once, while on campaign, Socrates amazed his fellow
soldiers by standing rapt and intent for twenty-four straight hours;
Plato implies that such “rapts” were not an uncommon occurrence.
In later life Socrates showed conspicuous courage in defending the
constitutional rights of an accused group against an angry and con-
fused assembly, and on another occasion he defied a murderous
group of tyrants at the risk of his life.

Socrates trained himself so that all his needs were satisfied with
the smallest means, but he was no ascetic in his youth. Plato says
that Socrates “knew how to want and how to abound.” His temper-
ament was a happy one, marked by a peaceful outlook, a gentleness
toward his interlocutors, and a sense of ironic humor that was fa-
mous even in his day. At the same time he spared no one from his
candid observations and piercing logic, and this quality, along with
his Olympian detachment, unsettled and probably angered 1hany
people in Athens.

Socrates felt a divine mission to seek truth and to uncover all
pretensions to wisdom, a mission given him by the oracle at Delphi.
Although a private man in the sense that he never sought public
office, he identified strongly with his fellow Athenians and cared
deeply for their spiritual welfare. He urged people to discover and
live by fundamental values, and he likened himself to a gadfly to
the state, a true statesman because he attended to what was really
best for the people rather than what was merely popular.

The formal indictment against Socrates was made on charges of
heresy and of corrupting the youth of Athens. For these charges
the prosecution urged the death penalty. In his defense Socrates
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Facing Death

“I understand,” Socrates said, “but I may and must ask the gods
to prosper my journey from this to the other world—and so be it
according to my prayer.”

Then raising the cup to his lips, quite readily and cheerfully he
drank off the poison. And hitherto most of us had been able to
control our sorrow, but now when we saw him drinking and saw
too that he had finished the draught, we could no longer forbear,
and in spite of myself my own tears were flowing fast; so that I
covered my face and wept, not for him but at the thought of my
own calamity in having to part from such a friend. Nor was I the
first; for Crito, when he found himself unable to restrain his tears,
had got up, and T [Plato] followed; and at that moment Apollo-
dorus, who had been weeping all the time, broke out in a loud and
passionate cry which made cowards of us all.

Socrates alone retained his calmness. “What is this strange out-
cry?” he asked. “T sent away the women mainly in order that they
might not misbehave in this way, for I have been told that a man
should die in peace. Be quiet, then, and have patience.”

When we heard his words we were ashamed and refrained our
tears. Socrates walked about until his legs began to fail, and then
he lay on his back, according to directions. The man who gave him
the poison looked at Socrates” feet and legs now and then. After a
while he pressed Socrates’ foot hard and asked him if he could feel
anything. Socrates said, “No.” Then he pressed higher and higher
on Socrates’ legs and showed us that they were cold and stiff. Soc-
rates felt them himself and said, “When the poison reaches the
heart, that will be the end.”

He was beginning to grow cold about the groin when he uncov-
ered his face, for he had covered himself up, and said—they were
his last words—“Crito, T owe a cock to Asclepius; will you remem-
ber to pay the debt?”

“The debt shall be paid,” said Crito. “Is there anything else?”

There was no answer to this question, but in a minute or two a
movement was heard, and the attendants uncovered him. His eyes
were set, and Crito closed his eyes and mouth.
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DUNCAN PHYFE (1895-1985)

The hero of the previous biography was a charismatic figure, a
stalwart individual who challenged the political, social, and reli-
gious ideologies of his time and as a consequence suffered execu-
tion at the hands of the state. Duncan Phyfe, the subject of the
present biography, was no such mover and shaker—he was Every-
man. He merits a place in this book by reason of his having lived
an ordinary life extraordinarily well, thus preparing the way for a
beautitul death, with no regrets. At a time when so many of his
contemporaries, overcome by fears of a painful death, prefer to die
by their own hand and not by God’s, so to say, Duncan Phyfe’s
death stands out in marked contrast. Neither death nor life held
terrors for him, for he was in love with life and accepting of death.
Until he died, in his own bed at the age of ninety, he wavered not
the slightest in his conviction that death was not the end but the
springboard to yet another life.

The circumstances of Duncan Phyfe’s outer life give scarcely a
hint of the rich spirituality that developed within him in his later
years. Born in 1895 in Cold Spring, New York, the nephew of the
famous furniture maker Duncan Phyfe, he served in World War [
in France as an ambulance driver and was decorated by the
French. Later he became a sound engineer. After installing sound
systems in South Africa, he returned to the United States to-work
for RCA, where he invented the speaker that attaches to cars in -
drive-in theaters.

He married twice and had two children, a daughter and a son.
After he retired in the early sixties, he and his wife traveled all over
the United States in an Airstream trailer, finally settling in San
Diego, California. A Christian but not a churchgoer, in San Diego
he became interested in a sect of Christianity that believed the
Kingdom of God is here on earth. He had been born and baptized
in the Methodist church, but he left it when he became an adult
because, in his own words, “I did not find in it the basic truths I
was looking tor.”

Upon his wite’s passing he went to live in a trailer in Santa Fe,
New Mexico. His zest for adventure and joy in living led him, in
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his eighties, to buy a motor scooter on which he zipped around
Santa Fe. About this time he was “discovered” by a group of ideal-
istic New Age artists and writers who had been drawn to this
Shangri-la of the Southwest by its promise of greater personal free-
dom and the chance to make a name for themselves in the arts.
But artistic and personal success were slow in coming; meanwhile
they had to struggle to cke out a living. They were sheep who
needed a shepherd, and in Duncan Phyfe they found one. He be-
came their benefactor, father confessor, and spiritual mentor; at
the same time he was nourished by their freewheeling spirits and
youthful enthusiasms. He had always gravitated toward younger
people rather than people of his own age because of his youthful
outlook on life. “I never felt I was getting old,” he said. “I love
people, and my greatest joy was giving them joy.”

With characteristic energy and thoroughness, Duncan devoted
himself to helping his newfound friends become acclimated to the
rarefied atmosphere of Santa Fe. But he did not confuse his priori-
ties. When they lacked groceries, he did not give them the pap of
heaven but edible kitchen stuff; he knew that the rumblings of an
empty stomach will drown out the sounds of the most eloquently
spoken spiritual truths. Similarly, when their roofs leaked and the
wiring in their run-down quarters wouldn’t work, he didn’t pray to
God to help his young friends acquire the wherewithal to make the
necessary repairs; instead, he made them himself at his own ex-
pense. Mechanically talented, he constantly made his skills avail-
able to them. Despite his advanced age, he was ever ready to
chautfeur a young friend around town or to baby-sit for those with
small children.

My first meeting with this remarkable man took place at the
home of his son and daughter-in-law. He was in bed with cancer of
the gallbladder and liver. Earlier he had been operated on and was
told his cancer was terminal. His cheerfulness and lucidity—he was
ninety at the time—Dbelied the fatal character of his illness.

As we talked, he sat propped up in a double bed in a comfortable
room containing a large stereo set that he himself had built. In
addition to Duncan, in the room were his writer friend who had
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introduced me to him; my assistant, who was taping our talk; and I.
Duncan seemed entirely at ease, making no effort to sound pro-
found or holy.

“Duncan, what do you feel the purpose of your life to be?”

“To prepare myself for the doors beyond.”

His friend interrupted to ask, “Might not part of your purpose
here also be to give light and joy to other people?”

“That is so. A great desire of mine has been to give light to those
who are seeking it—to give it to them to the best of my ability and
the best of my understanding—that is, to give them fundamental
truths. There are so many dimensions of consciousness besides this
three-dimensional time set we are boxed into.”

“I understand that death might come to you at any time. How
do you feel about that?” I asked. His reply startled me:

“I think that’s wonderful.”

“You really aren’t afraid?” I pressed him.

“No, I have no trauma about it whatsoever. I am at peace with
the world and with my Creator. What more could I ask?”

To determine the source of his serenity and confidence, I asked
him what he thought would happen to him after he died. Unhesi-
tatingly he replied, “All the most wonderful things one could con-
ceive of. Death is nothing but an ongoing expansion of life, to
which there is no limit.”

Again I asked, “No doubt in your mind that you will be reborn
in one form or another according to your karma?”

“Not the slightest.”

“Has this belief or awareness given you great peace of mind?”

“Yes, it has.” There was no mistaking the sincerity of his words
or the peace of soul he radiated.

At one point I asked whether he was having physical or mental
pain. “No, not really. It is just that I hate to part from dear friends.
But I know I will go beyond what you might call this present ‘vale
of tears.”” Questioned whether this life had really been a vale of
tears for him, he said he had used the term merely as a figure of
speech—that after all, there was so much pain in the world today:
wars and other violence. “But if you look around, you can also see
some beautiful spots of love in this world,” he added. Earlier, in
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fact, he had insisted that everything boils down to one word—Ilove.
“It holds the world together and is the source of divine Mind.”
That could have sounded trite but for the radiance that shone in
his face as he uttered that one word “love.” He looked positively
beatific.

Another time I asked him why he thought most people were
afraid to die.

“1 suppose it’s a revulsion against what they take to be eternal
oblivion. Most people want to continue on—not necessarily in this
life but to go on and on and not feel that this is all there is; and if
it is all there is, why did it ever start? Most people who are afraid
of dying,” he continued, “feel that death is the end, a closed thing.”

“Duncan, can you honestly say that you face the prospect of
death without fear or dread—willingly?” Raising himself higher in
the bed and looking me straight in the eye, he answered—
“Willingly.” No one could doubt the conviction behind his words.

Duncan Phyfe died August 12, 1985, some three weeks after our
interview. His son and daughter-in-law, who were with him, said
that during the last few days of his lite he was semiconscious, re-
sponding mainly with smiling eyes. Strongly evident was his love
for everyone and his eagerness for the unknown ahead. Said his
son, “It was almost a euphoria. He wanted to go.” In fact, about a
week before he died he had asked, somewhat impatiently, “Why
doesn’t God come and take me?”

For the last six hours he was callm and unconscious. He died
curled up in the fetal position.

He was loved by many.

LEAH (1933-87)

The following narrative by a psychotherapist describes how his
friend and colleague Leah (not her real name) died. It has been
included here to illustrate a painful, panic-stricken death—a classic
example of someone who, by her own admission, had not prepared

herself for dying.
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Leah was diagnosed with ovarian cancer at age fifty-two. Her
initial reaction to the doctor’s report was brief: “I don’t have a good
feeling about this.” She quickly made up her mind to fight the can-
cer on all levels. But despite chemotherapy and radiation, with
their usual side effects, the cancer kept spreading and she was in
pain more often. Doctors were running out of alternative treat-
ments.

We talked about how the mind worked to deny things. She would
say, “When I'm in pain, all I want to do is accept that I'm dying
and be prepared for it . . . But then the pain subsides and I find
myself looking through the newspaper to see if there’s a sale on
dresses.”

A month before she died, Leah was hospitalized for the last time.
She had deteriorated fairly rapidly, and death became an any-day-
now proposition. She lost more and more of her physical function-
ing and there were fewer and fewer choices about what to do with
her time. The simplest act required her complete attention, if not
someone’s assistance.

On the last evening, I was at her bedside, as was her daughter,
Gail, along with a friend of Gail’s. I had met Gail only once, the
previous night, and she now told me that the doctor had said, “To-
night will probably be the night.” Leah was wearing an oxygen
mask. She was very weak, barely tatking.

Leah had said before that she liked hearing others talk even if
she couldn’t participate directly. So Gail and her friend reminisced
about their childhood. At one point Gail mentioned that her
mother had always liked the sound of her friend’s laughter, and her
friend asked Leah, “Want to hear a joke?” In her clearest, most
energetic act of the evening, Leah took off the oxygen mask and
said, “What is it?” Gail’s friend told the joke and we all laughed,
with Leah smiling a little-girl smile. She became a little more ani-
mated, complaining about the incompetent nurses, praising the
good ones, and joking about “the crazy one who was only interested
in [her] bowel movements.” She knew she was being entertaining,
and we laughed quite a lot.

After a little while Gail’s friend left. Then Leah said she wanted
a priest to come and give her the last rites. Although Leah was
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actually Jewish, she grew up in Europe during the Second World
War, and her mother, unable to take care of her, put her in a nun-
nery at age five. She often said that the nuns were her real mothers.

I went to call the priest. When I returned there was a noticeable
change. Leah was quieter. T held her hand and was quiet with her.
Gail sat on the other side of the bed and held her other hand. The
priest came. Leah had her eyes closed and didn’t appear to notice
him. Her daughter asked, “Do you want to see the priest?” Leah
opened her eyes and looked. She said, “Not yet,” and pulled her
body back as much as she could. She began to look agitated. The
priest asked her if she was Catholic, and she explained a little about
her background, saying she wanted the blessings of both the Catho-
lic and Jewish faiths. She told the priest that in her most desperate
moments of pain and despair, she saw Jesus and called on him for
help.

The priest began to administer the last rites. His voice was so
low while he was saying the prayers that we couldn’t really hear
him. Gail and I stepped out into the hall while he heard Leah’s final
confession. We both were dismayed that in this critical moment his
ability to transmit any kind of spiritual inspiration seemed nonexis-
tent. He called us back in, completed the ritual, and left. Gail asked
her mother if she felt any better for having seen him, but she didn’t
answer.

Leah was quiet now for longer periods, but with a growing sense
of mental agitation. I could feel it very clearly. Not knowing what
to say or do, I held her hand and began to focus my own mind as I
had learned to do in meditation. I could feel her mind very clearly,
feel the fright starting to build. The more I was able to let go of
anything arising in my mind, the more I could “touch™ her, and her
agitation subsided.

This period of relative quiet was interrupted after thirty or forty
minutes by a tremendous upsurge of terror. Leah was starting to
panic. She said, “I'm frightened!” and began to shake. I focused
my own mind more intensely, and from time to time 1 could feel it
having an effect, but more and more she was on her own. She
started to call to God with great intensity, over and over. For days
she had barely been able to talk above a whisper; now she cried out
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to God, and to us she begged, “Help me! Help me! I want to get
back to the peace I was teeling!” The terror began to come in waves
over her, and her whole body shook. She began hallucinating, talk-
ing in a fragmented, disconnected way about images she alone saw.
She would speak for long periods in French, her native language,
and would call out, “Peur! Peur!” (Fear! Fear!)

She asked us to help her sit up, and without real help she sat up
herself for the first time in a week. I have never seen such terror.

Gail said to me from the other side of the bed, “You really die
alone . . . She had a hard life and she’s having a hard death.” How
much of our lives is spent in the illusion that we can avoid the
results of our actions; we believe this until the hour of our death,
when there’s no escape from the fruits of what we’ve sown in our
lite. Helplessly I watched Leah as she was swept along by a stark
and relentless river of everything that was unresolved in her life.
She took off her oxygen mask and said to me, “You've been so
impressed with me. You thought I was dealing with my death, but
I did nothing to prepare for this!” She put the mask back on, still
very agitated, and withdrew into herself. Suddenly, almost vio-
lently, she took the mask off again and said in desperation, “I want
to die but I can’t get out!” She pointed to her chest and made a
motion with her hands as if to tear it open. Gail and I took turns
fanning her to keep her cool. She became weaker and quieter, and
what she said was not lucid.

Leah had been quiet and seemingly far away for at least half an -
hour when, at 2 A.M., I decided to go home. Galil, too, went to lie
down in the lounge for some much needed rest, and she asked a
nurse to wake her if anything happened. Leah had once said she
wanted to be alone at the moment of death because she felt it
would be easier for her—that she would find it less paintul to let
go it others weren’t present.

Leah died, alone, sometime within the next hour.

SENG-CHAO (384—414)

An example of remarkable composure in the face of death is that
of the Buddhist monk Seng-chao. An exceptionally talented writer
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and a religious genius, he wrote many philosophical treatises and
religious tracts. The emperor, hearing of his abilities, ordered him
to leave the monastery and return to lay life to serve as the imperial
secretary. Seng-chao refused, and as a result he was condemned to
die by decapitation. He was only thirty. He appealed to the em-
peror for a week’s reprieve in order to complete a book on meta-
physics titled Treatise on the Jewel Treasure. 1t was granted. When
the work was finished, he calmly submitted to the execution. At the
point of death he composed the following verse:

The four elements* essentially have no master.
The five skandhas* are fundamentally void.
When the naked sword cuts off my head

It will be like cutting a spring breeze.

Admirable as Seng-chao’s sublime indifference to death is, one
cannot but speculate that in a previous existence he had killed
someone and was therefore expiating that karma in this life. For
the moral law of cause and effect decrees that violence to another
never goes unpunished. As a Buddhist, Seng-chao must have
known this. He may even have considered his untimely death
atonement for a past capital offense.

SRI RAMANA MAHARSHI (1879—-1950)

The manner of dying of Sri Ramana Maharshi, one of modern
India’s most revered religious figures, is reminiscent of that of the
Zen masters, whose teachings his own closely resembled. He was
honored as much for his wisdom as for the exemplary character of
his life. When asked where he would go upon his death, he replied,
“They say that I am dying, but I am not going away. Where could
I go? I am here . . .7

Here follows a fuller account of the death scene of this remark-
able sage:

On Thursday, April 13, a doctor brought Sri Bhagavan
[Maharshi] a palliative to relieve the congestion in the
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Facing Death

rooms—which, it turned out, were poisonous—the Buddha,
mindful and self-possessed, nonetheless bore the pains without
complaint. When they abated somewhat, he said to Ananda, his
faithful attendant, “Let us go on to Kushinagara.” They had not
gone far when the Master turned aside from the path to the foot of
a tree and said, “Ananda, fold my robe in four and spread it out for
me. I am weary and must rest awhile.”

And then he spoke to Ananda concerning Chunda the smith,
saying that none should impute the least blame to Chunda because
the Master died after receiving the last meal at his hands. “On the
contrary,” said the Buddha, “there are two offerings of food which
are supremely precious: that which is given before the Tathagata™
attains to Perfect Insight, and the other before his utter passing
away. Good karma has redounded to Chunda the smith; therefore
let him not feel any remorse.

“Come, Ananda, let us continue our journey to the sala grove of
the Mallas.”

When they got there he said, “Spread out for me the couch, with
its head to the north, between the twin sala trees. I am weary,
Ananda, and would like to lie down.” He laid himself down on his
right side, with one leg resting on the other. Then he told Ananda
that his utter passing away would take place at the third watch of
that night.

The texts tell us that the Buddha first passed through the four
stages of rapture. Rising from the fourth stage, he entered the suc-
cessive stages of the infinity of space; the infinity of thought; empti-
ness; the realm between consciousness and unconsciousness: and
the realm where the consciousness of both sensations and ideas has
wholly passed away.

Now it seemed to Ananda that the Master had passed away; but
he entered again into every stage in reverse order until he reached
the second stage of rapture, and then he passed into the third and
fourth stages of rapture. And passing out of the last stage of rapture
he immediately expired.

Earlier, when many of the Buddha’s followers were weeping at
his announcement that he would soon pass away, he reprimanded
them for grieving when they should be rejoicing:
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In this hour of joy it is not proper to grieve. Your de-
spair is quite inappropriate, and you should regain your
composure. The goal, so hard to win, which for many
aeons I have wished for, now at last is no longer far away.
When that is won, no earth or water, fire, wind or ether
is present; unchanging bliss beyond all objects of the
senses, a peace which none can take away, the highest
thing there is; and when you hear of that and know that
no becoming mars it and nothing ever there can pass
away—how, then, is there room for grief in your minds?
At Gaya,” at the time when I won enlightenment, I got
rid of the causes of becoming, which are nothing but a
gang of harmful vipers; now the hour comes near when 1
get rid also of this body, the dwelling place of the acts
accumulated in the past. Now that at last this body, which
harbors so much ill, is on its way out; now that at last the
frightful dangers of becoming are about to be extinct;
now that at last I emerge from the vast and endless suf-
tering—is this the time for you to grieve? . . .»

By ordinary reckoning the Buddha lived to the venerable age of
eighty; he had been teaching and preaching for forty-five years

since his supreme enlightenment at the age of thirty-five.
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THE DYING PERSON
AND DEATH

THE PROCESS OF DYING

IN A BOX in a corner, a very dark corner of the mind of each of
us, is a voice. The voice says, “1 am going to die. One day I am
going to die.”

We tend not to venture near that corner. We rarely listen to that
voice. Sometimes it speaks to us so clearly and emphatically that
we have to listen. When we're sick, when we narrowly escape harm,
when someone we know dies, we hear it speaking to us. We hear it
more frequently as we age, as our bodies fail, as our cumulative
experience of death increases. Sometimes the voice emits a power-
ful, powerful scream that shakes us mercilessly. When someone we
love dies, the voice tells us that our life is forever altered, that there
is no going back.

The voice reminds us that we are, like everyone else who ever
lived, mortal, expendable. How we react to this voice, how we try
to block it out, determines how we live our lives.!

If we are to die with a measure of peace, we must have some
understanding of who or what it is that dies. Most people believe
they are a body and a mind, an I, an ego, a self, a soul, identified
by the name Tom or Mary. But “body” is only a name for a combi-
nation of changing elements, and “mind” a name for a succession
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of thoughts. Without thinking too much about it, we believe that
the psychophysical combination called Tom or Mary is the real per-
son. But this is true only in a conventional sense. Actually:

There is no doer but the deed
There is no experience but the experiencer
Constituent parts alone roll on.2

Everything mental or physical is in a state of change; nothing is
stable or static. If we reflect on this carefully, we will see that there
is no person who dies, only a process of dying. Just as moving is a
process and walking is a process, so dying is a process. By refusing
to identity our True-self with our actions, we are able to grasp the
fact that all life is just a process.

Many people know this quote from Woody Allen: “I don’t mind
dying. I just don’t want to be there when it happens.” These words
are more than just funny: a deep truth is concealed in them. If you
“don’t want to be there” when dying, learn how to merge with
dying, so that you “disappear,” transcending body and mind. Rid
yourselt of the thinking that distinguishes death from dying, self
from other, and similar antagonistic opposites. Who remains then
to say or think, “I'm dying”? In this highly desirable condition there
can be no clinging to life, no railing against death.

This merging with dying is a meditative state, but one that oc-
curs in a more everyday fashion. Suppose, for example, you are at
an art gallery where a number of high-quality paintings are being
exhibited. You look around and suddenly you are “grabbed” by one
of them. You take in the entire picture in one fell swoop. Irresistibly
it draws you into itself. Your reflective mind now begins to analyze
the painting. “The colors are rich, the forms pleasing, the relation-
ships intimate”—all this is the functioning of your analytical mind.
But you have not yet merged with the painting. You gaze and gaze
at it, going deeper and deeper, losing yourself in it. The picture
engulfs you. Time and space disappear. You are no longer you, a
subject separate from the painting as object; your mind and body
have merged with the painting—you have entered its heart. This
state defies description. Tears begin to well up, yet you aren’t aware
of them. You are one with the painting.
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This state of total immersion, or samadhi to use the Buddhist
term, is a quality of being in which one is no longer aware of oneself
as a subject separate from a person, thing, or activity as an object.
It is a state of intense yet effortless concentration, of heightened
and expanded awareness. Limited, or positive, samadhi is partial
unity with an object or action.

There are degrees of samadhi. Let us say you are absorbed in
watching a gorgeous sunset. That is positive samadhi. You start with
an object and then transcend it. Absolute samadhi, on the other
hand, is objectless. Since there is no subject-object awareness to
begin with, this state is not entered into in relation to anything. The
concentrative power developed through certain kinds of objectless
meditation makes it possible for one to reach the uncommon state
of absolute samadhi. But upon entering that condition, one has no
self-conscious awareness of being in it. States of absolute samadhi
are of much longer and deeper duration than those of positive sa-
madhi. In positive samadhi one often experiences blissful feelings.
In absolute samadhi, on the other hand, no thoughts or feelings
arise. This “no-thoughting™ is not an insensibility or trancelike con-
dition in the negative sense. Human thought is awareness in mo-
tion; samadhi is awareness at rest. Samadhi and enlightenment can
be said to be identical from the view of our intrinsic wisdom mind.
But seen from the developing stages leading to awakening, absolute
samadhi and enlightenment are different.

All the senses—and the intellect as well—can be vehicles for
positive samadhi. Hearing music, looking at a painting, engaging in
a sport, pondering a subject, even engaging in sex—all these can
be the means of attaining the temporary state of positive samadhi.
“Temporary” is an important distinction, for one enters and leaves
positive samadhi with relative ease. The more you cultivate oneness
in your life, the easier it becomes to achieve positive samadhi.

DAILY DYING

The truth about dying is that we actually experience it every day
of our lives. Were you ever rejected by someone you deeply loved?
At the time, didn’t you feel as though a part of you had died? And
how did you feel when someone very close to you passed away?
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Jacques Lusseyran, a blind French Resistance leader who sur-
vived a Nazi death camp, pinpoints how to achieve such a transcen-
dent relation to life and death:

Memories are too tender, too close to fear. They con-
sume energy. We had to live in the present; each mo-
ment had to be absorbed for all that was in it to satisfy
the hunger for life . . . Don’t hoard. Eat the food right
away, greedily, mouthfu] after mouthful, as if each crumb
were all the food in the world. When a ray of sunshine
comes, open out, absorb it to the depths of your being.
Never think that an hour earlier you were cold and that
an hour later you will be cold again. Just enjoy.

Latch on to the passing minute. Shut off the workings
of memory and hope. The amazing thing is that no anguish
held out against this treatment for very long. Take away
from suffering its double drumbeat of resonance, memory,
and fear. Suffering may persist, but already it is relieved
by half. Throw yourself into each moment as if it were the
only one that really existed. Work and work hard.?

We die because we are alive. Living means birth and death. Cre-
ating and destroying signify life. The evidence of our having lived
is the fact that we die.* Dying to (that is, total immersion in) the
task at hand—whether one is working on an assembly line, engag-
ing in a sport, dancing, playing chess, mountain climbing, or sing-
ing—paradoxically leads to a heightened sense of awareness, a peak
state in which there is a feeling of invigoration and relaxed aware-
ness coupled with a rapturous joy.”

We are not, of course, speaking here of those whe are under-
standably fearful of a long and painful illness and the great financial
burden it will impose on their family. And yet essentially the prob-
lem is the same for all: how to live fully with life while alive and
die serenely with death when dying, free from anxiety and other
worrisome emotions. In the end the quality of our death, like the
quality of our life, is a matter of an unbridled (pain-producing) ego
or a restrained (peaceful) one.
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The Dying Person and Death

led—the knowledge that his life has been sinful, not in the com-
monly accepted moral sense but in relation to the inner voice, what
we might call conscience. Put simply, he feels that his life was use-
less and ill spent. And as he approaches death, the only real relief
comes to him in those rare moments when he follows the prompt-
ings of his inner voice and not popularly accepted opinions and
customs.

Significantly, many who survived cruel oppression and the ut-
most loss of freedom in slave-labor and concentration amps affirm
that it was not imprisonment itself, and all that that implied, that
was frightening; rather, it was recollection of the life they had led
prior to arrest. In his well-known book The Gulag Archipelago,
Solzhenitsyn more than once attests that mental suffering was
greatest when he and his fellow prisoners reflected on the un-
wholesome aspects of their life prior to prison, “about sinning with
respect to one’s own soul—which meant sinning with respect to
other people as well.””

SURVIVAL AND THE INNER VOICE

To these cases may be added another group of men and women
who did not die passively but survived life-threatening circum-
stances because they listened to and followed a mysterious inner
voice. Among them is Jacques Lusseyran, mentioned earlier. When
only nineteen he was seized by the Gestapo, along with five of his
coworkers in the Resistance movement, and condemned to death
“for subversive acts against the German occupation authorities.”
During the 180 days he was incarcerated, he was ceaselessly inter-
rogated. Then, instead of executing him, the Gestapo inexplicably
shipped him and his companions to the notorious Buchenwald
death camp in central Germany. In his book And There Was Light
Lusseyran writes that of the two thousand Frenchmen who were
shipped off with him in cattle cars to Buchenwald at the end of
January 1944, about thirty survived, he among them.

What enabled Lusseyran, blind and virtually defenseless, to sur-
vive? Chiefly it was his refusal to submit to fear and despair—a
refusal buttressed by a strong faith in God that neither hunger,
constant cold, oppressive labor, nor sickness could diminish:
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Have T said that death was already there? . . . Sickness
and pain, yes, but not death. Quite the opposite—life, and
that was the unbelievable thing that had taken possession
of me. I had never lived so fully before. There were
names which I mumbled from the depths of my astonish-
ment. No, my lips did not speak them, but they had their
own song: Providence, the Guardian Angel, Jesus Christ,
God . . . There was one thing left which I could do, not
refuse God’s help, the breath He was blowing upon me.
There was the one battle I had to fight, hard and wonder-
ful all at once: not to let my body be taken by fear. For
fear kills and joy maintains life. Also I could try to show
other people how to go about holding on to lite. I could
turn toward them the flow of light and joy which had

grown so abundant in me . . . From that time on they
stopped stealing my bread or my soup . . . Hundreds of

people confided in me. The men were determined to talk.
They spoke to me in French, in Russian, in German, in
Polish. I did the best I could to understand them all. That
is how I lived, how I survived . . .5

Lusseyran’s response to his imprisonment coincides with those
of Solzhenitsyn and other sensitive Russian writers who were im-
prisoned in labor camps in the Soviet Union and who have written
books about their experiences. Some of these books are analyzed
and commented on by Mihajlo Mihajlov in his article “Mystical
Experiences of the Labor Camps™

All the authors agree that arrest, prison, and camp—
simply to say the loss of freedom—have tormed the most
profound and significant experiences of their lives . . |
Although they underwent the most extreme spiritual and
physical suffering during their imprisonment, they also
experienced a fulfilling happiness undreamed of by peo-
ple outside the prison walls . . . Those having gone
through the most adverse circumstances, which threat-
ened both soul and body, unanimously atfirmed that
those who have sacrificed their souls to save their body
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have lost both; while for those who were prepared to sac-
rifice their body to save their soul, some kind of strange
and mystcrious law, cluding understanding, preserved
both . .. Life expericnee has revealed to us that decp in
the human soul is an unfamiliar force which is stronger
than all the external forees of enslavement and death . . .9

SHOULD ONE STRUGGLE AGAINST DEATH?

Now, a question that frcquent]y comes up for onc stmgg]ing
with a terminal illness is, “Should 1 fight against death or surrender
to it?” From what I have seen, read, and been told by doctors and
nurses, that problem is eventually resolved by the patients them-
selves in a natural manner. It is true that in the beginning, patients
are confused and often distraught. Their minds arc filled with con-
flicting thoughts and emotions. On the one hand, there are feclings
of denial, guilt, fear, depression, loneliness, apathy, and despair; on
the other hand, there is the desire. often desperate, to prolong their
life. And always there is the pain to cope with—physical and men-
tal. Some terminally ill patients I have been with feel they are let-
ting their family down if they don't struggle against their illness.
Others in chronic pain often oscillate between fight and flight, es-
pecially when the pain is associated with symptoms of deteriora-
tion, such as loss of appetite and weight and increasing physical
dependence. The message from the body is clear: “Unless a miracle
occurs, you can't survive for long.” The patient knows she is on a
collision course with death. Still, if she becomes convinced that
what we miscall death is not the black void of extinction but merely
a transitional stage, it is unlikely she will clutch at life or surrender
to death out of deep despair.

DyIiNG WELL

How individuals respond to a fatal illness—in other words, how
they die—depends of course on their personality and their values,
but mostly on the quality of their faith and spiritual awarencss.
And these latter qualities can be developed through training, as the
seventh Dalai Lama points out: “In order to die well, with the joy
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The Dying Person and Death

life. Then he suddenly, or so it seemed, came down with a particu-
larly malignant form of bone cancer. Chemotherapy was pre-
scribed. At first he responded to it, but then he grew worse as the
disease entrenched itself in his bones. He took to his bed and began
to lose weight rapidly as his appetite evaporated. At this point a
new experimental drug was tried. If it worked, Peter’s doctor told
him, he might go into remission and add six months or more to his
life. At first the new drug did seem to help, for with the aid of a
walker Peter could get out of bed to go to the bathroom. Soon,
however, the excruciating pain returned, a pain so severe that
stronger and stronger pain-suppressing drugs had to be prescribed
along with more powerful sleeping pills.

Peter was a fighter and he fought his disease with both fists. He
would not accept the judgment that his cancer had marked him for
an early death. He had much to live for: two young children whom
he adored and who needed him as much as he needed them. The
new drug, unfortunately, neither alleviated the pain nor gave him
added vitality. At this point several cancer specialists were consulted.
They recommended yet another experimental drug. When this new
drug failed to produce any lasting improvement, Peter fell into a deep
depression. More than once he lamented, “Have I led such an evil
life that I deserve this terrible pain and suffering?” Still Peter fought
on. There were additional drugs, and with each new one his hope
again soared. However, his wife and friends, moved by his continuing
pain and mental agony, urged, “Let go! . . . let go! . . . it’s all right.
Why prolong your suffering?” It was as though they understood what
Peter did not understand, that “there was wisdom in knowing when
to die with the least inconvenience to others and distress to oneself,
and that much medical progress only prolonged life for a few uncom-
fortable months to the greater glory of the patient’s doctor.™°

But Peter wouldnt give up. “If I can get six months more
through these drugs,” he insisted, “T'll have that much more time
with my kids.” So he battled his cancer even as it was literally kill-
ing him. His condition steadily worsened. A priest was called and
Peter was given last rites. Miraculously, he again rallied and pulled
himself out of death’s grasp, to everyone’s amazement.

At this point, at his wife’s urging, I visited Peter, whom 1 knew. 1
spoke to him about what he might expect in the intermediate state after
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decease, and I gave him several simple mantras for later use. Since
Peter was still conscious, I recited the mantras slowly to him and he
repeated them after me. Although he rehearsed these procedures with
me, I felt that his heart was not in them: not because he didn’t believe
in the continuity of life—he did and had read much about it—but be-
cause of his unwillingness to come to grips with his own death. One
week after I saw him he died in his wife’s arms, heavily sedated and
semiconscious. Some eight months had elapsed from the time he had
been stricken with his fatal illness to the time of his death.

What did Peter gain from his fierce struggle with his cancer? He
may have added several months to his life. If so, he paid a high price
for it. He shriveled to a mere husk of a man; he suffered such excru-
ciating and unremitting pain that he was unable to handle a visit
from his children. Moreover, the etfect of his pain and struggle on
his wife and parents was such that it left them exhausted and de-
pressed. Was the trade-off worth it? Granted that it is a tricky busi-
ness for a doctor to predict how long a patient with a life-threatening
illness may live, was the doctor justified in feeding Peter’s hopes by
holding out to him the possibility of added months of life with each
new drug? “Many new therapies have severe side effects—some
even shorten life,” says Dr. Robert J. Temple, director of the Food
and Drug Administration’s Office of Drug Research and Review.!!
When none of the drugs proved to be the “magic bullet” Peter hoped
for, he suffered a relapse and his anguish and depression deepened.
Perhaps even worse, since his focus was on extending his life and
not confronting his imminent death, he made little effort to prepare
himself psychologically. When the moment came for him to exit from
what had become for him and his family a vale of tears, he could not,
as we have seen, do so with consciousness unimpaired.

Now let me tell you about another kind of dying.

Grace (not her real name) was a middle-aged woman with grown
children. She was diagnosed as having a large, malignant tumor
that required surgery. While in the hospital she became aware of
how strong was the fear of death and dying among the other pa-
tients. Seeing and hearing of these fears of others, she thought,
“How can I help people who are aftraid of death? I have met death
already in a car accident in which I came close to being killed, and
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[ lost my fear of death with that experience. I know that in helping
other people 1 will be helping myself.”

Although her surgeon removed the large tumor, it came back, hav-
ing metastasized. Eight months later she had further surgery. Shortly
after that I made her acquaintance via a videotape in which she was
interviewed at her home by the director of the Life Center for Attitu-
dinal Healing'? in Santa Fe, New Mexico, of which she had become a
member. Asked whether she was having any pain, she told the inter-
viewer that while she had some, only occasionally did she take pain-
killers; she had found that doing hatha yoga, which made her mind
peaceful, enabled her to dispense with painkillers most of the time.

Told by her oncologist that her particular cancer was resistant to
radiation and chemotherapy, she chose alternative therapies. One
was diet. Another was acupuncture treatments, which, she said,
“seems to do something for the endorphins, which are that part of
the brain which helps to combat or reduce pain and heightens en-
ergy levels.” Even with acupuncture, the pain she did experience
was real enough, and in mentioning it to her doctor she quoted this
amusing though pertinent limerick:

There was a young fellow of Deale
Who said, “Although pain isn’t real,

When I sit on a pin and it punctures my skin,
I dislike what I think that I feel.”

To cope with her cancer and the pain it generated, Grace also re-
sorted to meditation and visualization. The methods of visualization
were detailed in a series of tapes she had obtained from Dr. O. Carl
Simonton’s Cancer Counseling and Research Center in Texas. The
procedure was to visualize the immune system and then to imagine
white blood cells searching through the body to attack the cancer cells.
Another method she used, also recommended on the tapes, was to
visualize white dogs consuming the cancer cells. Sometimes she did
the first, sometimes the second. She felt that through these techniques
the tumor had reduced somewhat. And by using guided imagery—
imagining a burning sensation, for example, to be the tingle of a cool
shower on a hot day—she was able to distract herself from the pain.

Unfortunately, at this time her mother died and Grace began
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going downhill. It wasn’t just the grief occasioned by her mother’s
death, she explained, but also the fact of knowing she had a fatal
illness. “When people learn for the first time that they have a life-
threatening illness, it often comes as a shock and there’s a lot of
anger connected with it. Some feel this anger more than others,
and they ask, “Why should this happen to me?"”

Grace went on to make clear that she herself never felt this
anger. Still, she did say that it was a mystery why one person would
contract a serious illness and not another, or why one person in a
bad car accident might become a quadriplegic while another in the
same accident emerged unhurt. “We don’t know why these things
happen,” she told the interviewer, “so I did think, “Why me?” Nev-
ertheless it is a challenge to learn how to cope with an affliction.
Having worked in the medical field for many years, I took an inter-
est in my illness as if it were something out of a book.”

Grace felt that an enthusiastic rapport with all aspects of life
helped alleviate illness, because it took one’s thoughts off oneself.
She also spoke of the value of music. In her room in the hospital,
she often sang with the occupant of the bed next to hers. Grace
also felt strongly that with a sense of humor and a lively attitude,
one could do much to help lessen the pain of one’s illness. In this
connection she spoke of the value of laughter—citing the book The
Anatomy of an Illness by Norman Cousins, in which Cousins de-
scribed his experience of curing himself of a serious illness by using
laughter, among other methods. Laughter, according to Cousins,
actually changes body chemistry.

When asked whether she herself was using laughter, she replied,
“Oh, definitely.” When her daughters visited her in the hospital,
she said, “We all just cracked up and laughed our heads off about
all sorts of things. You go on being you no matter what is happening
to your body. The illness may be attached to you somewhere, but
it is not you. Even though you can’t have a hike up the mountains,
you can go on having fun in many ways.”

She went on to say, “You know, there is really no security in good
health, because at any point you may become ill. We [the seriously
ill] are in a way no different from a healthy person in that our
security should be in a spiritual life. We need to deal with the bad
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things as a way of learning and growing, and find a way to turn
them around, to sort of leap over or grow out of them.”

When asked whether she and others in her support group at the
Life Center for Attitudinal Healing ever talked about death, she re-
plied, “Yes, we talk about death a lot, and some people are very fright-
ened about that experience. Of course, when you have a malignancy,
there is always the question of death and you have to face it. And so
I asked myself, “What is good preparation for death?” and I came to
the conclusion that it was the same as good preparation for life.

“Many people seem to feel that death will be the end of them totally,
the end of everything, the end of seeing their loved ones. They think it
is just a huge, blank abyss. A lot of us don’t believe that at all.”

In response to the question “What do you believe?” she an-
swered, “I believe in life after life. I think that death is going
through another door. I am sure of it. The times when I have been
faced with death there has been a sort of prerecognition of what I
was going through, and it was something wondertul. There was the
feeling of “This is it. This is it, and it’s going to be just wonderful.””

Grace died in the summer of 1984.

Two to three weeks before her death she wasn’t taking anything
but liquids. The evening before she died one of her daughters sat
with her and held her hand. She reported that her mother lay there
peacefully and then said, “You know, I'm ready to go into a dark
room and close the door.”

Later that evening Grace’s daughters had a delightful conversa-
tion with their mother, after which she said, “I'm going to take a
nap now.” She never awoke from it. The next morning, around
eight, one of her daughters, who was sitting beside her bed knit-
ting, reported hearing the death rattle.

Grace’s attitude toward her life-threatening illness was admira-
ble. Many people with a belief only in life after death find that this
alone can guide them well through dying to death. However—and
this was the case with Grace—ignorance of the nature and signifi-
cance of karma produced painful questioning. Had she understood
the relation of karma to sickness, she would never have asked,
“Why me?” when she learned she had a malignant tumor.
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ing, it has been said, is the “psychic component of pain endured.”
The term the Buddha used for “suffering” was dukkha, a word of
areater depth and complexity than is implied by the bald transla-
tion “suffering.” We get a sense of the deep meaning of dukkha
when we understand that the word was used to describe a wheel
not running true on its axle, or a bone slipped out of its socket.
Because life is out of joint, there is friction and pain. Dukkha, then,
implies pain, grief, affliction, distress, or frustration. It also refers
to impermanence, to a lack of wholeness or perfection.

EXISTENTIAL PAIN
The Four Noble Truths of Suffering

Having a rational mind of the highest order,* the Buddha ana-
lyzed the specific life dislocations that give rise to pain, and like
a good physician—he was in fact called the Great Physician—he
prescribed the remedy. This diagnosis he called the Four Noble
Truths—convictions about life which came to him in the course of
his six-year quest for enlightenment. (They are called noble be-
cause adherence to them exalts life.) His teaching, then, went be-
yond the simple observation of facts. He penetrated the causes of
suffering and showed how they could be overcome.

The first of these truths affirms the fact of the universality of
suffering—not suffering as a theoretical problem but suffering as a
part of what it means to be alive: “The [First] Noble Truth of Suf-
fering is this: Birth is suffering; aging is suffering; sickness is suffer-
ing; death is suffering; sorrow and lamentation, pain, grief, and
despair are suffering; association with the unpleasant is suffering;
disassociation from the pleasant is suffering; not to get what one
wants is suffering—in brief, the five aggregates' of attachment are
suftering.'?

To this may be added the afflictions and mental woes to which
children are subject and which are as hard or often harder to bear
than the catastrophes awaiting them later in life. Sensible men and
women know that illness may strike them at any time, while the
middle-aged often look forward to old age with the fear of pro-
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tracted illness, the fear of being unloved and unwanted, and the
fear of “the final agony”—death. Moreover, for countless numbers
of people there is the suffering caused by cold, hunger, or near
starvation. Nor can we ignore the painful struggles of so many to
survive earthquakes, typhoons, floods, fires, pestilences, and epi-
demics, not to mention wars, slavery, and terrorism. With good
reason the Chinese describe life as “a bitter sea of suffering.”

Although the Buddha’s message has been called pessimistic and
lite-denying by some, actually it is neither. “That Buddha gave his
life to demonstrating how well-being might be attained,” writes
Huston Smith, “is . . . proof that his basic optimism was maintained
in the face of the most unromantic recognition that the affairs of
men and society are in the most imperfect state imaginable, a state
of misery bordering on complete chaos.”'® Buddha, for example,
recognized that there are great joys in family life, in pleasures of
the senses, in mental well-being, and in many other ordinary
human experiences. In a well-known Buddhist scripture, the
Dhammapada, there is a section on happiness which includes the
following: “Let us live happily, then, we who possess N othing.!” Let
us dwell feeding on happiness like the shining gods . . . Health is
the greatest of gifts, contentment is the greatest wealth; trust is the
best of relationships. Awakening'® is the highest happiness.'?

And yet when we feel happy and at the same time know that
happiness doesn’t last forever—that in itself is a source of grief.
The fleeting nature of happiness only emphasizes the ubiquity of
suffering.

“The [Second] Noble Truth of the Origin of Suttering is this:
It is this thirst [craving] which produces re-existence and re-
becoming, bound up with passionate greed. It finds fresh delight
now here and now there, namely, thirst for existence and becom-
ing; and thirst for nonexistence [self-annihilation].”2

The term Buddha used to describe the origin of life’s pain or
dislocation was tanha, a word usually translated as “craving,” “thirst
for,” or, more commonly, “desire.” He did not condemn all desires,
for he knew there are those that are life-enhancing and those that
lead to suffering. The desire to improve oneself mentally, physi-
cally, and morally, for example, is surely worthwhile. The desire to
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help others without thought of personal gain is likewise commend-
able. Even more meritorious is the desire for spiritual liberation,
or awakening.

It is the desires that arise from ego, strengthen it, and cause pain
that are harmful. In the words of the scholar John Blofeld:

The cause of all our sufterings and rebirths is—if we
arc compelled to state it rather inadequately in one
word—desire, which, like many other Buddhist terms, is
a word used to connote both itself and its own opposite,
in this case aversion. It is because, in our ignorance, we
cling to some things and abhor others that we have to
revolve endlessly in samsara’s round; for desire and aver-
sion lead us to think in such dualistic categories as selt
and other, existence and non-existence, good and bad,
desirable and repulsive, and all the rest. We fail to see
that this vast universe, with its beauty and its horror, is a
creation of our own minds—existing in that Mind with
which our minds are in truth identical. However, if we
are willing to accept this as at least a working hypothesis;
if we begin training ourselves to refrain from desire and
aversion and from every other kind of dualistic thought
and behavior; it we withdraw from the reahmn of appear-
ances into the secret place of the heart and surrender
our so-called and previously cherished “selves” to its
stillness, then mental creations will gradually lose their
power to afflict or disturb us. Whereat our minds will
become like polished mirrors, reflecting every detail of
the passing show and yet remaining unstained, perfectly
unaltered by reflections of things, whether beautiful or
hideous.?!

What lies at the root of all sorrow, then, is the delusory notion
of an ego-I—that “I am here, and what is not me is out there”—and
the concomitant dualism of self and other. These in turn lead to
craving for things to satisfy the imperious demands of the ego-I,
and clinging to those things as though they were substantial and
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enduring instead of in a state of change and decay. We build
the house of our life on sand, the grains fall apart and the house
crumbles.

“The [Third] Noble Truth of the Cessation of Suffering is this:
It is the complete cessation of that very thirst, giving it up, renoun-
cing it, emancipating oneself from it, detaching oneself from it.”
This truth logically follows from the second one. If the cause of
life’s pain is exalting the ego-I and thirsting for the objects that
sustain it, the cure lies in getting rid of this craving. If we can get
out of our cocoon of personal wants and desires and shitt our focus
to the greater expanse of life outside us (yet of which we are a
part), our conflicts and frustrations, and the pain arising from them,
will subside. The way to accomplish this, says Buddha, is through
the Noble Eightfold Path: “The [Fourth] Noble Truth of the Path
Leading to the Cessation of Suffering is this: It is simply the Noble
Eightfold Path, namely right view; right thought; right speech;
right action; right livelihood; right effort; right mindfulness; right
concentration.”?

The Cessation of Suffering

What Buddha’s treatment amounts to is a therapy, a practice, a
training for life itself. This intentional way of living he called a path.
A path, we must not forget, needs to be walked, not talked about.
What the Buddha is proposing here is a rigorous system designed
to release the individual from the repressions imposed by blind
impulse, ignorance of self, and craving. An entire course from start-
ing line to winning post is mapped. By long and patient discipline
the Eightfold Path intends nothing less than to remake the total
man and leave him a different being, a person cured of life’s crip-
pling disabilities.** As Buddha tells us, “Happiness he who seeks
may win it he practices.”

This practice involves more than just sitting on a mat or in a
chair and trying to calm and concentrate the mind. Among other
things, it means becoming completely absorbed in whatever you
do, whether it be meditating, eating, sleeping, walking vour dog, or
doing your income tax. It also means learning to be mindful and
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self-possessed in every situation. Training, then, in the widest sense
means being aware and alert at all times and cultivating a mind
state free from gratuitous judgments, discriminations, preconcep-
tions, and emotional colorations. When we are full of things to do,
places to go, wants to be satisfied, how can we become absorbed in
each moment? “Simplify, simplity, simplity!” urges Thoreau.

The Essence of Life Is Change

Craving or clinging to things or people inevitably leads to suffer-
ing. Why? Because impermanence is a law of life, so sooner or later
we must part from what we try to hold onto, and this parting is
painful. The nature and consequences of this clinging are well
stated by the German master Lama Anagarika Govinda:

The very essence of life is change, while the essence
of clinging is to retain, to stabilize, to prevent change.
That is why change appears to us as suffering. If we did
not regard objects or states of existence from the stand-
point of possession or selfish enjoyment, we should not
feel in the least troubled by their change or even by their
disappearance; on the contrary we enjoy change in many
cases, either because disagreeable states or objects are
removed or because it provides us with new experiences
or reveals to us a deeper insight in the nature of things
and greater possibilities of emancipation . . . It is there-
fore not the “world” or its transitions which is the cause
of suffering but our attitude towards it, our clinging to it,
our thirst, our ignorance.?

The Implications of the Eightfold Path

The import of the Noble Eightfold Path is this: to overcome pain
and suffering and find deep contentment and joy in life, there must
be an awakening. The precondition of an awakening is a life of
ethical behavior, meditation, and nonattachment. To this must be
added a seeing into one’s True-nature and with it the True-nature
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The Dilemma of Pain

hasn’'t changed—only his vision of it has. This seeing has been
called “the hazy moon of enlightenment.”

With awakening you realize that up to now you've been looking
at the world as though “through a glass darkly.” Now, for the first
time, you sece things as they really are: you find the world awash
with beauty and delights of the senses that you never imagined
existed. Of course, the quality of the seeing depends on whether
your awakening was shallow or deep. But surprise and wonder are
evident even in a relatively mild awakening.

Now, being fully awake does not mean you don’t ever feel pain.
Even the Buddha felt pain and sadness, and felt them deeply, but
he didn’t cling to these emotions.

The unawakened, the deluded, go through life “in a daze and a
doze.” Being on the whole discontented with their lot, they are
unhappy most of the time. Random, irrelevant thoughts carom
through their minds all day long. So when they look they don’t
really see; when they listen they don’t really hear. What does come
through is mostly the rustle of their own thoughts, not the rhythms
and melodies of life.

PrHysicAL PAIN

We have discussed existential pain—the pain of life itself. What
about physical pain? What of the suffering inherent in a disease
such as cancer of the bone? Or serious injury in an automobile
accident?

Dr. Cicely Saunders, medical director of St. Christopher’s Hos-
pice near London, has over the years developed the concept of total
pain. The idea behind this concept is that pain arises not simply
from a physical stimulus, but through a complex interaction of
many factors, some of which are illustrated in Diagram 3: “Total
Pain.” Most people, when asked to describe their pain, are at a loss.
Pain is a physical sensation very much colored by emotional states,
spiritual condition, cultural conditioning, fear of the disease caus-
ing the pain, fear of the death that may result, and the perception
of one’s condition relative to the cause of the pain. In addition,
perception of one’s total life circumstances, how one learned to
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Symptoms of debility Noncancer pathology

Side effects of therapy Cancer

Somatic Source

Loss of social position — ‘ — Bureaueratic bungling
Loss of job prestige and income — — Friends who do not visit
Loss of role in family — Depression Anger  |— Delays in diagnosis
Clironic fatigue and insomnia — . — Unavailable doctors
Sense of helplessness — — Irritability
Disfigurement — T — Therapeutic failure
Anxiety
Fear of hospital or nursing home Fear of pain
Worry about family Family finances
Fear of death Loss of dignity and bodily control
Spiritual unrest Uncertainty about future

Di1aGrAM 3: Total Pain.
(From Robert G. Twycross and Sylvia A. Lack, Symptom Control in Far
Advanced Cancer: Pain Relief)

relate to pain as a child, fatigue, and even the degree of distraction
from the pain at any given moment influence the sensation. Studies
have shown that music, white noise, hypnosis, or a distraction of
attention will raise the threshold of pain, while fear, stress, and
fatigue will greatly lower it. “Every sufferer of chronic pain has
learned to force himself to concentrate on activities that become
so absorbing that pain is not felt or is greatly diminished . . . People
who suffer severe pain after brachial plexus lesions report that the
most effective way to reduce their pain is to absorb themselves in
their work.”26

The tighter the sense of self as a being separate from other be-
ings, the more one feels physical as well as existential pain. In this
sense there is no boundary between the two.

Acute Pain and Chronic Pain

Acute pain has the advantage of being finite—that is, one knows
that, terrible though it may be, it will not continue forever. Chronic
pain, on the other hand, can go on and on and on, even to the end
of life—and many who suffer from it do wish the end of life were
just around the corner. According to Dr. Robert Twycross, a British
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expert on pain, chronic pain is often due to an incomplete under-
standing of the source or sources of the patient’s pain by his or her
doctor; for physical pain can arise from much more than the spe-
cific tumor, incision, lacerations, or illness of the patient. Bedsores,
constipation, anxiety, exhaustion, changes in posture or in the use
of limbs in response to pain, and more will cause pain. Friends,
family, doctors, and nurses interacting with the patient can, by their
attitudes and responses to the patient alone, help alleviate pain. Sir
David Smithers, director of the department of radiotherapy of a
British hospital, made it a rule that his resident physician should
visit terminally ill patients each day. However brilliant a doctor may
be at clinical pharmacology, “if he has no time for chat, he knows
nothing about terminal care. In this context, chat means ‘patient
chat’ while the doctor listens. Although demanding of both time
and emotion, the benefits are considerable.””

Pain Control

The value of pain control in raising the consciousness of the
dying patient and making him or her comfortable is emphasized n
a tape made under the auspices of St. Christopher’s Hospice:

The last few weeks before death . . . there are so many
things which need to be said, practical arrangements to
be made. If during this period the patient is distracted by
chronic pain, dulled by heavy sedation, or uncomfortable
because of dry mouth, bedsores or constipation, then a
vital opportunity is going to be missed. The doctor caring
for the dying patient is no longer looking for a cure or
even a means of keeping the disease in check. His medi-
cal skill is directed towards controlling a constantly
changing kaleidoscope of symptoms. But if the doctor
can raise the level of a person’s consciousness above the
immediate preoccupation with their own body, this will
give them the opportunity to end their lives in comfort,
at one with themselves and their family.?®
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There are many paths available for control of pain that allow the
patient to remain clearheaded. It is not within the scope of this
book to study them in depth, but they include (besides thoughtfully
prescribed drugs) hypnosis, behavior modification techniques, acu-
puncture, relaxation techniques, psychiatric counseling, and medi-
tation. Each person’s pain is individual, based on his or her life
experience and expectations as well as on all the other factors men-
tioned earlier, and so no universal prescription can be made to end
or mitigate it.

It can be said, however, that relieving existential pain will also
significantly relieve physical pain. And physical pain can have the
great benefit of pushing a person beyond complacency to search
for ultimate Truth.

One’s Attitude Toward Pain

Pain can be life’s greatest teacher. Some kinds of pain are so all-
consuming that one’s sense of separation, one’s ideas of who one
is, one’s clinging to all manner of things, disappear into that pri-
mordial fire of pain; nothing else exists. During that eternal mo-
ment, something imperceptible happens, and when the pain
retreats or disappears, one is not the same person anymore. This is
possible only if there is no separation from the pain—no fighting,
no resisting, no hating, just “Owwwwwvwwawwwww!” .

But it one thinks, “Oh, my God! This horrible pain! It’s terrible!
I've never been in such pain!” one remains an isolated, small self,
whipped around by one’s own desire to be something other than
what one is at that moment.

Although it is true that absorbing yourself in anything that takes
your mind off your own body will make you less aware of pain,
meditation is especially effective for this purpose. There are, of
course, many kinds of meditation. Strictly speaking, meditation in-
volves putting something into the mind—either an image or a sa-
cred word that is visualized, or a concept that is thought about or
reflected on, or both. To the degree that one approaches a condi-
tion of samadhi—that is, absorption to the point of self-forgetful-
ness—one loses awareness even of one’s body, let alone of pain.
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Suicide and Euthanasia

SUICIDE

What we call suicide is defined as “the intentional taking of one’s
own life; to kill (oneself).”* Often a high degree of ego is involved
in suicide. Venturing to kill oneself is frequently a statement of
rage, the result of “a desire to make someone feel sorry for either
not doing anything to stop the [suicide] or for causing it in the first
place.™ The act of self-destruction is the suicide’s supreme ges-
ture of defiance, a symbolic thumbing of his nose at society—the
society that at the same time he is dramatically accusing of having
failed him rather than he it. It has been found that many suicidal
persons are really ambivalent about ending their life; they seek to
make a statement through their attempts at killing themselves,
rather than to succeed necessarily with the killing.*!

There is also a type of death that is called subintentional suicide.
A person who constantly takes chances with his life by putting him-
self in risky situations—such as abusing drugs or habitually driving
fast and recklessly—is an example. “The subintentioned death is
one in which the person plays some partial, covert, subliminal, or
unconscious role in hastening his own demise.”? This, too, comes
from an egotistic position.

Of course, not every person who commits suicide does so for
selfish reasons. One such person was Zen master Yamamoto. At the
time of his death he was the abbot of a large and respected monas-
tery in Japan. Having grown old—he was ninety-six at the time, if
I remember correctly—he was almost completely deaf and blind.
No longer able to actively teach his students, he made an an-
nouncement that it was time for him to take his leave, and that he
would die at the start of the new year. He then stopped eating. The
monks in his temple reminded him that the New Year period was
the busiest time at the temple, and that for him to die then would
be most inconvenient. “I see,” he said, and he resumed eating until
the early summer, when he again stopped eating and then one day
toppled over and quietly slipped away.

It’s worth noting that this master simply abstained from taking
nourishment. One might say that he didn’t act to continue his life.
Yet he didn’t act aggressively to kill himself either. His was more a
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DYING

cause it holds that only with a human body-mind can one become
enlightened and thereby dispel the ignorance that is the root source
of suffering. One of the canonical texts quotes the Buddha to this
effect: “[Moreover,] a monk who preaches suicide, who says: ‘Do
away with this wretched life, full of suffering and sin; death is bet-
ter,’ in fact preaches murder, is a murderer, is no longer a monk.”®
Buddhism also teaches that a person cannot avoid by suicide the
sufferings which are the result of his former evil deeds—nor can
he by killing himself arrive more rapidly at the results ot his good
deeds. (See “Karma” section.)

“The strong Buddhist cbjection to suicide,” writes Ananda K.
Coomaraswamy, internationally known scholar, “is based on the
very proper ground that . . . something more powerful than a dose
of poison [is needed] to destroy the illusion of I and Mine. To ac-
complish that requires the untiring effort of a strong will.”5?

It is important here to distinguish between the canonical doc-
trines of a religion—in this case those concerning suicide—and
their violation by misguided followers who have a perverted under-
standing of them. It is true that ignorant or disturbed Buddhist
monks have immolated themselves. But followers of other major

religions—Christianity and Islam in particular—have also sacri-
ficed their lives for what they felt were valid religious reasons.

EUTHANASIA

Originally the Greek word euthanasia meant “painless, happy
death.” A secondary meaning is “the act of putting to death pain-
lessly a person suffering from an incurable and painful disease or
condition.”" Increasingly it is being used as a synonym for “mercy
killing.” It can involve an action that will end lite—such as remov-
ing the feeding tube from a comatose patient or the respirator from
one who cannot otherwise breathe. It can consist of nonaction—
that is, not resuscitating a person who has a heart attack or respira-
tory arrest. Or it can be the painless killing of infants born without
limbs or badly deformed.

Some people believe there is a moral distinction between active
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euthanasia (removing a feeding tube from a comatose woman) and
passive euthanasia (not resuscitating a terminal patient if he has,
say, a heart attack). As I understand it, the latter has become gener-
ally acceptable legally, that is, a patient’s basic right to make moral
choices, in this case to refuse life-sustaining treatment: “Cardiopul-
monary resuscitation, surgery, antibiotics, and even food and water,
can be stopped . . . Hospitals routinely allow mentally competent
adult patients to refuse life-sustaining treatment such as chemo-
therapy.”™ It has also become widely accepted that food and water
can be withdrawn, although in some states termination of all other
treatments must occur first, and clear, written directions to with-
hold food and water are required.

As for removing the feeding tube from a comatose person, there
have been many authoritative cases where legal decisions have al-
lowed such action: “The majority [of justices deciding in a Massa-
chusetts court case to remove the feeding tube from a comatose
man], deeming feeding tubes too ‘intrusive,” declared that medical
advances require a distinction between death as traditionally con-
ceived and “death in which the body lives in some fashion but the
brain (or a significant part of it) does not.” 4

So in a purely legal sense, neither of these cases is murder,
though the karmic consequences are something else again. On the
other hand, there are cases of desperately sick people who de-
spaired of life, and because their entreaties to “pull the plug” on
them were refused by either the hospital authorities or a judge,
they continued to live and later were grateful to be alive and well.
The following story is a case in point:

“If T ever become so ill that only machines can keep
me alive,” Jacqueline Cole, 44, told her husband, Presby-
terian Minister Harry Cole, “I want you to pull the plug.”

Last spring Cole suffered a cerebral hemorrhage and
fell into a coma. Her husband waited forty-one days for
her to recover, then asked Maryland Judge John Carroll
Byrnes to order doctors to let the comatose woman die.
Byrnes said no, it was too soon to give up hope.

Six days later Jacqueline Cole awoke, smiled, and re-
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turned her husband’s joyous kiss. “Miracles can and do
occur,” said the happy minister. “I guess we've muddied
the waters surrounding the question of a person’s right
to die.”!

However, this story can also lead to the “tyranny of the anecdote.”
If we base our decisions on extreme cases, it becomes very difficult
to analyze these issues. First, there is no medical opinion of what
state of consciousness Jacqueline enjoyed during the “coma,” so we
don’t know how to accurately compare her experience to others.
Second, we do not know what level of functioning life she enjoyed
after awakening. The sad reality is that extremely few people return
to a functional life after a lengthy loss of consciousness.*?

What are the attitudes of the religions on euthanasia?

The Catholic church does not require its members to
accept any life-preserving treatment if it would prolong
the dying process . . . However, the church says “com-
fort” care must continue, including food and water. Thus

cif a patient were in a permanent coma, a respirator
could be shut off but feeding could not be withdrawn.

Judaism . . . also condemns any form of active euthana-
sia but allows the refusal of life supports it they only
would prolong the act of dying.

The Lutheran church sees euthanasia as murder or
suicide, but allows Christians to “let nature take its
course” when they are dying. In other words, dying
Lutherans can refuse resuscitation or artificial life
supports . . .

Strictly speaking, most black churches favor continu-
ing all treatment—even the [use of | respirators for coma-
tose patients—because of their feeling that every human
life, “even life on the border,” is in the hands of God . . .*3

James Rachels, in his book The End of Life: Euthanasia and Mo-
rality, sees an inherent contradiction in this last contention: “If it
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is for God alone to decide when we shall live and when we shall
die, then we “play God’ just as much when we cure people as when
we kill them. ™

Buddhism holds that because death is not the end, suffering
does not cease thereupon, but continues until the karma that cre-
ated the suffering has played itself out; thus, it is pointless to kill
oneself—or aid another to do so—in order to escape.

The Hospice and Euthanasia

In part because of their success in fostering growth in life’s final
stage, and in part because of their success in the control of synmp-
toms, hospices take away much of the energy from the debate
about euthanasia. One strong-minded patient at St. Christopher’s
hospice told author Sandol Stoddard, “Hospices should be every-
where. All this talk about euthanasia is absolute nonsense. Well-
meaning, of course, and I do sympathize, but the fact is, you don’t
have to kill people to make them comfortable.” British hospice
director Dr. Richard Lamerton put it this way:

If anyone really wants euthanasia, he must have pretty
poor doctors and nurses. It is not that the question of
cuthanasia is right or wrong, desirable or repugnant,
practical or unworkable. It is just that it is irrelevant. We
as doctors have a duty so to care for our patients that
they never ask to be killed off . . . Dying is still a part of
living. In this period a man may learn some of his life’s
most important lessons.** (emphasis added)
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Repentance 1s not simply a way of expressing regret for past
transgressions. If done earnestly, it is a way of casting out forever
the residue of feelings still weighing on the heart. It is unlikely,
however, that one recital will climinate all guilt feelings. The verse,
therefore, should be repeated again and again. As an old Jewish
saying has it, “You have only to repent the last day of your life, and
since you don’t know what day that is, you must repent every day.”

KEEPING YOUR MIND CLEAR

If you are suffering intense pain, it is well to ask your doctor or
nurse to ease it with drugs that do not render you unconscious or
semiconscious. Those who are not used to taking drugs and are
sensitive to them should beware of heavy drugs—especially painkil-
lers, most of which contain narcotics. Such drugs can induce a re-
spiratory arrest or affect one’s mental condition. A patient should
not hesitate to ask his nurse whether a painkiller about to be ad-
ministered could trigger an adverse reaction. Or else a family mem-
ber can ask. It is common knowledge that in most American
hospitals the experience of death is clouded by drugs. When drugs
are necessary to relieve pain, there is no alternative, but heavy sed-
atives, tranquilizers, and painkilling drugs are also used for pur-
poses of patient management. Therefore make every effort to avoid
them.

BREATHING TO DISPEL ANXIETY

Should you find yourself becoming anxious or tense, the follow-
ing breathing exercise can bring relief, particularly if you also regu-
larly engage in the breathing exercises described in “Meditations
for the Dying Person.”

An effective way to arrest the rise of anxiety is to take three long,
deep, full breaths, relaxing with each breath, and concentrating
only on the breath. In this breathing, expand the abdomen, allow-
ing it to naturally rise with the in-breath and fall with the out-
breath. Your eyes may be open or closed.
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To the Terminally 11

When all is seen with “equal mind,”
to our Self-nature we retum.

With single mind one with the Way,
all ego-centered strivings cease;
doubts and confusion disappear,
and so true faith pervades our life.
There is no thing that clings to us,
and nothing that is left behind.

In this true world of emptiness
both self and other are no more.

The Way's beyond all space, all time,
one instant is ten thousand years.
Not only here, not only there,

truth’s right before your very eyes.
One thing is all, all things are one
know this and all's whole and complete.

When faith and mind are not separate,
and not separate are mind and faith,
this is beyond all words, all thought.
For here there is no yesterday,

no tomorrow,

no today.

To prepare yourself through the Verses on the Faith Mind means

to reflect upon them daily and to try to perceive their inner mean-
ing with your intuitive consciousness. At the time of sinking into
the death coma, intellect ceases to function: thus if the truths of
these verses have penetrated the deepest strata of consciousness,

they will be available as a guide.

Biblical Prayers

Should you feel more comfortable with a prayer directed toward

God, try reading, or having read to you, either the Twenty-third

Psalm or the following prayer:
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To the Terminally 111

And 1 shall dwell in the house of the Lord
Forever.?

REFLECTIONS ON DEATH

While your mind is unclouded and you are relatively free of pain,
reflect on what the spiritually enlightened masters teach about
preparation for the process of dying. Understand that just as you
were born into this world at your karmic hour, so will you die when
your karma decrees it. You have passed through these same shad-
ows many times, though you may not remember, and have experi-
enced many rebirths. While you must enter the kingdom of death
alone with your karma of good and evil, there is no cause for
trembling. Enlightened ones in all realms of existence wait to guide
you. They will not abandon you. They have no other purpose than
to release you from the sufferings of recurring birth and death.

Who Are the Great Enlightened Ones?

Who are these fully awakened ones and why should you believe
in them? They are those exalted beings who through complete
awakening are able to manifest their innate perfection and love;
they are those “in whom all spiritual and psychic faculties have
come to a state of perfect harmony, and whose consciousness en-
compasses the infinity of the universe.”!

Although we all possess the seeds of great love and compassion,
without the light of the enlightened ones” wisdom and the waters
of their compassion these seeds would never sprout. Or, to change
the metaphor, just as a receiver tuned to a specific wavelength can
pick up broadcasts thousands of miles distant, so can we receive
the boundless aid of the fully enlightened ones if only we open
ourselves to their compassion. This is the basis of the responsive
communion between these supremely awakened ones and ordinary
human beings. For the deepest level of communication is not com-
munication but communion, as Thomas Merton pointed out. Such
communion is beyond words and concepts.

This might sound like channeling or communicating with spirits
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of the dead. The two, however, are not at all the same. Receiving
aid from enlightened ones does not mean having some long-dead
entity take over the body, speaking and acting through it in order
to give guidance to oneself and others. That sort of thing has noth-
ing to do with the world of true spirituality; it belongs to the occult.

In what manner, then, do we open ourselves to the compassion
of the enlightened? By having faith in their existence, by grasping
the hand being offered us. Unless we cry out for help we can’t be
heard. In William James’ penetrating sentence, “All religion begins
with the cry ‘Help!"”

Is this hard to accept? Ask yourself, “What happens to the
unique consciousness force of the Buddhas and Christs after
the disintegration of their bodies?” Science tells us that no energy
is destroyed, and the qualities that these saviors embodied—
overwhelming love and compassion—are therefore still available
to us.

The reality of life is far more complex and all-encompassing than
we dare to imagine. As the Eastern religions have long held, and as
such scientists as David Bohm and neurophysiologist Karl Pribram
(both of whom see the universe as a hologram in which each of the
components contains the whole) confirm, the material world is an
illusion fabricated by our limited senses, which give us an incom-
plete, and therefore a false, picture of the true nature of reality.

As 1 said earlier in this workshop, quoting the Buddha, each
one of us is not simply a part of the universe; we are each ‘the
whole. Our faith, then, is this: that we can awaken to our intrinsic
wholeness.

MEDITATIONS FOR THE DYING PERSON

“Dying . . . can be awtul,” says Dr. Derek Doyle, medical direc-
tor of St. Columbus hospice in England, “but the death itself . . .
in 99.9% of patients—is peaceful, so tranquil—I'm tempted to say,
so beautiful—that one can hardly believe it . . . The tension in the
face disappears, labored breathing becomes easy, the tautness of
somebody who's suffered a lot and had to be uncannily brave seems
to ease away. A lot of the suffering just seems to vanish, vet life is
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still going on. And for that last few hours or day . . . you have
somebody who honestly looks happy and relaxed.>

While this may be the case for most patients near death, none-
theless, at some stage of dying certain patients do become tense or
agitated. Perhaps this is what Dr. Doyle is referring to when he says
dying can be awful. (See the case of Leah in the “Death” section.)

Breathz’ng Exercises to Calm the Mind

The moment our body-mind is not actively engaged—that is,
completely involved—we fall prey to a whirl of thoughts or fanta-
sies. A valuable exercise for calming the body-mind and inducing a
feeling of deep relaxation, and even bliss, is concentration on the
breath by counting the inhalations and exhalations, or simply the
exhalations. Since ancient times, breath counting has been consid-
ered by spiritual masters the foundation of body-mind discipline.
Breath is thus the force unifying body and mind and providing a
link between the conscious and the subconscious, the volitional and
the nonvolitional functions. In fact, breath can be said to be the
most perfect expression of the nature of all life. Asked, “What is
the length of a person’s life?” Buddha replied, “The interval be-
tween an inhalation and an exhalation.” Each exhalation, it can be
said, is a dying; each inhalation a rebirth.

The exercise is performed as follows: Lie on your back with
knees slightly raised, the feet and back flat, and a pillow under your
bent knees. Lightly clasp your hands, or place them one over the
other, on top of the abdomen. If this is not comfortable, your hands
can be placed at your sides. Take a deep breath, hold it mo-
mentarily, then slowly exhale. Do this once or twice, then breathe
naturally.

When you inhale quietly, count “One,” and when you exhale,
count “Two,” and so on until you come to ten. Then return to one
and repeat. If you lose the count or go beyond ten, as soon as you
become aware of this, return again to one and continue again to
ten, counting slowly. If you are by yourself, you may count audibly;
if you are with others, count silently.

Another way to perform breath counting is to count only on the
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To the Family and Friends of the Dying
Y ) ymng

family. The state of the family finances, too, will enter in, as health
insurance has its limitations, particularly with regard to home care.

This and more is discussed in the book Home Care for the Dying,
by Deborah Whiting Little," and readers are urged to avail them-
selves of it, as the subjeet is too eomplex to be adequately covered
here. In the end, the choice is a very personal one for each dying
person and his family, dependent on the circumstances at the time
the deeision is made

and if the eircumstanees change, so might
the deeision.

THE LAST HOURS OF THE DYING

Especially in the dying person’s last hours, give him your warm
support, for they have a karmie bond with eaeh and every member
of the family. Be fluent listeners. Pay attention to whatever they
may say, neither arguing with nor contradicting them. If they rail
against God or the doetor or anyone else, let them do so. Do not
force them to diseuss sueh praetieal matters as the making of a will,
if their mind does not move in that direction. For any member of
the family to impose his or her own wishes in these last hours,
when the dying person needs eomplete peaee to eoneentrate their
dwindling energy for the passage through death, would be karmi-
cally harmtul to all involved.

The aneients knew what we modern people seem to have forgot-
ten, that dying requires a composed, tranquil mind state to enable
the transition from one plane of existenee to another—an oecur-
renee which the aneients never doubted.

Remaining with the Dying Person

Be aware that those approaehing death may reaeh a point where
they lose interest in their surroundings and withdraw from those
around them into a traneelike state, often seeing or hearing things
whieh others are not experieneing. The family should not interpret
this as evidence of the deterioration of their mind or memory and
assume that they can now be safely ignored. The faet is, their hear-
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ing and understanding may be even more acute. Many ancient tra-
ditions say that individuals often develop extrasensory perception
during severe or terminal illness. Any excessive weeping or hysteria
on your part, therefore, will almost certainly disturb these sensitive
processes going on within the dying; therefore keep these demon-
strations as far from the deathbed as possible. Providing a tranquil
environment is more difficult in a hospital, where, even though -a
patient’s family may remain calm and centered during the last
hours, there can be other patients nearby who are noisy or uncon-
trolled, along with the ubiquitous television sets going at high vol-
ume. All this will make your job harder but not impossible.

Do not, though, interpret the dying person’s withdrawal to mean
you should withdraw from them. On the contrary, take every op-
portunity to show your empathy and love by holding the hand of
the dying, embracing them, kissing them, or otherwise touching
them and identifying with their needs. Even sitting quietly with
them, radiating love and affection, will help dispel the clouds of
loneliness and fear that often arise at this time. Even though you
observe little body response to your gestures, vou can be certain
that your caring presence is reassuring to the dving. Abandonment
is one of the greatest fears of the terminally ill.

Guiding the Mind of the Dying

-

When it is clear that death is imminent, it is well to ask either a
close, trusted friend of the dying person or a member of the family
to act as primary caregiver. His or her main function will be to read
aloud from the sacred writings until the dying one takes their last
breath.

You who are to guide the mind of the dying both before and
after the death transition—yours is a vital role. Remember, the lib-
eration of Essential-mind from the confines of the body through
the death process offers a unique opportunity for awakening.

Both the dying person and the family should concur with your
role in the dying process. You must fully respect any indication that
the dying person wishes to be alone. However, when vou do speak
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To the Family and Friends of the Dying

to them or begin to read, always address them by name so as to
draw their attention.

Create a serene atmosphere for the last hours of the dying,
whether in a hospital, a nursing home, or their own home. Obvi-
ously, there are more things you can do if the dying person is at
home than if they are in the hospital. But this does not mean that
you have to surrender your role if the dying person is confined to
the hospital. Even if there is more than one person in the hospital
room, it is still possible to earry out many of these suggestions.

Arrange the room of the dying one so that there is a feeling of
comfortable familiarity. If the patient has a favorite painting, or a
photograph of a family member they are close to and who cannot
be present, place it where it can easily be seen. It is of prime im-
portance that the channels of communication between you and the
dying one be unobstructed by any talk irrelevant to their needs and
state of mind.

Breathing with the Dying Person

For you to be eomposed and eoncentrated will help the dying
person continue with equanimity on their journey into the after-
death state. It can be both ealming and otherwise helpful to the
dying patient for you to share with them the eounting of their
breath for periods of about twenty minutes, perhaps several times
a day, as they near the threshold of death.

You might begin by holding the dying person’s hand as the two
of you join in eounting. First, however, quietly suggest that they
coneentrate on relaxing one part of their body at a time, such as
each arm, each foot, the neek, and so on, until their whole body
has been relaxed. Then begin quietly eounting aloud to them as
they breathe in and out. Count “One” on the inhalation, “Two” on
the exhalation, “Three” on the inhalation, and so on, synehronizing
your eounting with their breathing. Breathe yourself in unison with
the counting and their breathing. After eounting up to ten, begin
with one again.

When you observe that the dying person is no longer in a posi-
tion to do anything for themselves, you may begin reciting one of
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CREMATION OR BURIAL?

S1X OPTIONS FOR TAKING CARE OF THE BobDy

LON G BEFORE the dying person breathes his last, he and his fam-
ily have to decide how his body is to be disposed of upon death.
A number of options for body disposition are available. These are
succinctly set forth by Ernest Morgan in his excellent Manual of
Death Education and Simple Burial:

1. Immediate removal to a medical school, followed by a
memorial service. Generally this avoids all expense
and performs a valuable service. There can be a brief
gathering of the immediate family before removal if
circumstances permit, but this must be done quickly.

2. Immediate cremation, followed by a memorial ser-
vice. There may also be a commitment service at the
crematory chapel if desired.

3. Immediate earth burial, followed by a memorial ser-
vice. There may also be a graveside commitment
service if desired.

4. A funeral service in the presence of the body, fol-
lowed by removal to a medical school.

5. A funeral service in the presence of the body,
followed by cremation.

6. A funeral service in the presence of the body, fol-
lowed by earth burial.
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The preceding alternatives, which are listed according to cost,
with the least expensive first, assume the services of a funeral di-
rector, except possibly in cases of immediate removal to a medical
school or for cremation.’

PREPAYING YOUR FUNERAL

More and more people these days are opting to prepay their
funeral. The death of a loved one is a traumatic and difficult time,
filled with emotion. Decisions as to burial or cremation, style and
expense of casket, whether or not to embalm, and all the other
details in regard to body disposal must be made during the most
painful part of the period following death—unless they have been
arranged for prior to the death. The next of kin may not really know
whether you would prefer burial or cremation, a pricey casket or a
plain pine box. Moreover, knowing you've taken care of these de-
tails and not left them for your survivors can be a source of peace.

There are some things to keep in mind if you are considering
prepaying your funeral. The American Association of Retired Per-
sons (AARP) recommends that you plan your funeral and the dis-
position of your body in advance, but that vou be cautious about
paying in advance, for three reasons: you may change your mind
about what you want, you may move away from the area, or the
company providing the services may go out of business before you
die. i

There are generally several options available for prepayment of
costs, including various prepaid plans, a bank account listing a ben-
eficiary (sometimes called a revocable living trust or a totten trust),
or a life insurance policy whose beneficiary has been instructed to
use the funds for your funeral and related expenses. Prepaid plans
can be categorized as follows: (1) guaranteed price, revocable (you
can change your mind and receive full or partial refund); (2) non-
guaranteed price, revocable (you can change your mind and get full
or partial refund, but the amount you prepay may not cover the full
costs when death finally arrives); (3) guaranteed price, irrevocable
(price is guaranteed but you get no refund if you change plans);
and (4) nonguaranteed price, irrevocable (not advised). Whatever
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Cremation or Burial?

you decide, it is wise to put your wishes in writing and make the
document readily accessible to those who will be taking care of
your body following your death. Do not put the information in your
will or in your safe-deposit box as it may not be read until after
your funeral. For further information, you may wish to obtain the
AARP booklet Prepaying Your Funeral: Some Questions to Ask
from the Special Projects Section, Program Department, AARP,
1909 K Street NW, Washington, DC 20049.

ARE FUNERAL DIRECTORS NECESSARY?

It is possible to take care of all the details of body disposal with-
out using a funeral director or a funeral home, and some people
may wish to do so.

Lisa Carlson has written a comprehensive book™ giving a state-
by-state listing of laws and regulations covering disposal of bodies,
and telling how she dealt with the unexpected death of her hus-
band. She also relates how others have been able to handle burial
or cremation of loved ones with few or none of the services of a
funeral director. Or, instead of getting information as well as inspi-
ration from this book, one might join one of the memorial societies
set up in cities throughout the United States by people banding
together in search of a send-off that would not leave their heirs
ragged in the streets. Such societies usually offer inexpensive cre-
mations or burials to members. To find the memorial society near-
est you, write to the Continental Association of Funeral and
Memorial Societies, Suite 530, 2001 S Street NW, Washington, DC
2000Q.

WAKES AND VIGILS

There are, of course, ditterent ways of saying farewell to a loved
family member or close friend. Not uncommon are wakes in which
family members and friends stay up most of the night eating, drink-
ing, and reminiscing about the deceased in the presence of his
body. The coffin may or may not be open. There is also the rosary
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Cremation or Burial?

who are left alive, and the best service is one where there
is no coffin at all. The immortal things which people
leave on earth are their {riends, their children, their rela-
tionships. These are things that have nothing to do with
a . .. lifeless carcass. As far as I am concerned, the cus-
tom of the open coffin is not only an economic atrocity
which adds hundreds of dollars to every funeral bill, but
it gives terrible pain to the survivors. I can’t count the
times 1 have had to coax sobbing widows or parents or
children away from an open coffin, and for what?>

Although the sobbing of widows or parents or children before an
open coffin may strike some as proof of the unbearable pain such
viewing entails for the family, ventilating their grief in this manner
can be highly therapeutic. This is confirmed by a psychologist and
a psychiatrist.

Ann Kliman, a psychologist in Westchester County, New York,
who has been involved in crisis-situation counseling for many years,
strongly believes in the therapeutic value of a funeral with an open
coffin. She maintains that viewing is a crucial factor in beginning
the process of mourning, especially when death is sudden or unex-
pected. According to her, viewing provides the opportunity to ac-
cept the fact of death and to say the last goodbyes to the deceased.”

The late Dr. Erich Lindemann, professor of psychiatry at Har-
vard Medical School, also felt that an open-coffin funeral has great
value:

When asked, “What do you consider to be the most
useful part of the whole funeral process?” [Dr. Linde-
mann] responded, “The moment of truth that comes
when living persons confront the fact of death by looking
at the body.” When questioned further why he thought
this was true, he said, “People tend to deny painful real-
ity. They tend to marshal their mental and emotional re-
sources to deny the fact that death has occurred. But
when they experience that moment of truth that comes
when they stand before the dead body, their denials col-
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lapse. They are facing reality and that is the first impor-
tant step toward managing their grief. When it is done
with other people, the reality is confirmed and at the
same time they are encouraged to face the feelings that
are basic to the grief response. Grief is a feeling. If you
deny it you have difficulty coping with it, but if you face
it you start the process of healthtul mourning.”*

One’s first-ever viewing of a body in an open casket can be un-
forgettable. I still remember my vivid impressions of seeing, as a
boy of twelve, a body in an open coffin for the first time. In those
days it was common practice for mourners to file past the open
coffin one by one for a last view of the deceased. You weren't
obliged to look at the body, but most did. I was both fascinated and
repelled by the reality of death which this type of service repre-
sented. The brief ceremonies at the gravesite, the lowering of the
body into the earth, the crying and wailing—all this awed and
moved me. Such ceremonies, wittingly or unwittingly, provide a
way to face one’s own grief and a means to ventilate it. The only
other experience that has had a greater impact in leading me to
ponder the matter of life and death was observing the burning of
bodies, many years later, in the ghats of the Ganges River in Be-
nares (Varanasi), India.

WAITING UNTIL THE LIFE FORCE LEAVES THE BobDY

In some religious traditions, to wait a period of time before the
body is buried or cremated, to allow the life force to leave the body,
is considered vital. For until the life force departs, which ancient
texts of Buddhists and Hindus, for example, say takes three days,
the body is still considered to be alive. These ancient texts warn
against tampering with the body before the life force has left it,
since the person who has just died still maintains a close connection
with

actually an attachment to—Nhis body. A Tibetan master of
old goes so far as to describe the cutting or burning of the body
before three days have elapsed as murder.®
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Cremation or Burial?

Of course, this raises the question of where the life force goes
after death. When asked, “Where does the soul go when the body
dies?” Jakob Boehme, the Christian mystic, answered, “There is
no necessity for it to go anywhere.”

When a Zen master was asked, “All these mountains and rivers
and the great earth—where do they come from?” he replied:

“Where does this question of yours come from?”

When Zen master Hakuin was asked, “What happens to a person
at death?” he replied, “Why ask me?” “Because you're a Zen mas-
ter!” “Yes,” replied Hakuin, “but not a dead one!”

Let us recall how the masters whom I quoted earlier have re-
sponded more or less to this same question. Asked to write a death
verse, Zen master Il(kyﬁ wrote:

I shan’t die,

I shan’t go anywhere,

I'll be here.

But don’t ask me anything,
I shan’t answer.

When the Indian sage Sri Ramana Maharshi was asked where he
would go upon his death, he replied:

They say that I am dying,
but I'm not going away:.
Where could I go?

[ am here . ..

Lastly, consider the response of Hui-neng, an outstanding Chi-
nese Zen master of the T'ang era. When he announced to his fol-
lowers that he was going to leave the world on a certain date, many
of them began weeping. Astonished, he asked, “For whom are you
crying? Are you worrying about me because you think I don’t know
where I am going? If I didn’t know, I wouldn’t be able to leave you
this way . . . If you actually knew, you couldn’t possibly cry, because
True-nature is without birth or death, without going or coming . . .~

(emphasis added)
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Observe that these great masters, all of whom were facing death,
refrained from saying that they or their soul or life force or con-
sciousness was going anywhere after death. By contrast, we have
certain religious authorities making the dogmatic assertion that
upon the death of the body, the soul ascends to heaven or else is
damned to hell. In ancient times it was asserted that the soul took
up abode in the tomb or coffin of the deceased or that it lingered
in or near the grave. But the masters wisely do not try to name or
explain. Why not? As an old song sings:

Fools will give you reasons;
WISe men never try.

RELIGIOUS ASPECTS OF CREMATION

What are the theological aspects of cremation? Catholicism, sev-
eral of the mainline Protestant denominations, traditional Judaism,
and Islam all favor earth burial over cremation. The Catholic
church, according to the Catholic Encyclopedia (1975 edition), op-
poses cremation “because the practice was historically an act of
disbelief in immortality by members of certain societies and others,
and because cremation does not show reverence to the human
body, the temple of the Holy Spirit.”

As for Protestantism, most of the arguments advanced by Protes-
tant churchmen are similar to those of the Roman Catholics: that
cremation is a pagan custom and thus antithetical to Christian
practice. Other churchmen opposed cremation because they found
no biblical warrant for it. Burial is further supported by the prece-
dent established in the burial of Jesus Christ.%!

Orthodox Judaism bases its insistence on earth burial on the
Torah: “Dust you are and to dust you shall return” (Genesis 3:19).
Liberal Judaism, on the other hand, states that there is no biblical
prohibition of cremation even though burial was clearly the cus-
tomary practice of the ancient Hebrews. Burial is regarded as a way
of respecting the human body and protecting it from desecration or
indignity.5?

Increasingly in modern times, however, these religions are yield-
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Creating the Funeral Service

understanding
ily forgotten medium for transmitting ancient truths and wisdom.

“Religion originated in celebration and concern,” writes Huston
Smith,

are enriching in that they provide a vivid, not eas-

and when people feel like celebrating [ritualistically] or
are deeply concerned, they get together and act together
... The impulse to lose and then find oneself in a fluid
architecture of form and motion of which one is a sig-
nificant part runs deeper in life than man: birds fly in
formation; and monkeys in high spirits will fall into
rhythmic line, draping themselves with rope and banana
peels, simian anticipations of the elaborate, needled vest-
ments that will appear at the human level %

If the members of a family didn’t at some level of their being
believe that the consciousness-energy of their deceased endures
somehow, why would they have a funeral service, and then later,
perhaps, memorial rites? Or why would any mourners have rites
of passage for their dead? At a subconscious level, funeral rites
undoubtedly reflect a belief in, or else a “blessed hope™ of, another
existence, the nature of which is fashioned by karma. If one accepts
this, the rite of passage is seen as a means of aiding the deceased
in what we sense must be a difficult transition from this side of life
to the other.

The funeral ceremony brings home the stark fact of death and
is also a means of preserving and extending the link between the
departed, the family, and the community. Otherwise, why the
chanting, the singing, the benediction, the supplications, the pray-
ers, and the sermon for the repose of the soul by the minister,
priest, rabbi, or other officiant? Don’t the service and the presence
of all the mourners imply that they too believe that the Essential-
nature of the departed does not die but somehow continues in one
form or another? Isn’t the funeral service really a send-off and not
a write-off? I repeat: why would a family go through this elaborate
ceremony if they believed the deceased was ineluctably a corpse, a
lifeless bag of bones?
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Creating the Funeral Service

time, they can serve as well for those who consider themselves
agnostics or even atheists. The chanting or reciting of The Heart of
Perfect Wisdom, the funeral prayer, and “The Flowers Poem,” are
chiefly for the benefit of the departed. The tributes to the memory
of the deceased are mainly to allay the grief of family and friends.
To the eulogies may be added music, poetry, additional prayers and
psalms, or even dances, depending on the age and personality of
the departed, her outlook on life, and perhaps other circumstances.

It has been said that a funeral is a rite of passage in which the
body of the deceased is present, and that a memorial service is one
in which there is no body. In the Buddhist tradition, the funeral
proper and the memorial services that follow for the next forty-
nine days represent continuing attempts to awaken the mind of the
departed to the true nature of existence. In this view, memorial
services are condensed versions of the funeral, embodying the es-
sential rites. The reciting of the sacred texts is thought to be every
bit as valid during the forty-nine day period as during the funeral
proper. These rites are to be repeated every day for the first week
and on the death day for the following six weeks.5” Performed in
harmony with the seven-day birth-and-death cycle in the interme-
diate state, they have as their purpose the awakening of the mind
of the deceased before he or she enters the next realm of existence.

These forty-nine-day postmortem rites are not to be dispensed
with even when death comes through sudden accident, allowing no
time for the preparation of the mind of the victim, or when death
overtakes him in a remote or inaccessible location, so that his body
or cremains®™ are not present at the funeral. A photograph of the
deceased is of special significance in helping those at the service to
focus their energies toward the one who died. This focusing, in
turn, aids the deceased by making available to him or her increased
psychic energy.

The family would do well to participate both in the death rites
and in the postfuneral ceremonies which take place in the forty-
nine-day interval. In thus reaffirming their karmic link with the
deceased they will ease their loneliness and constructively channel
their grief. The Mind of the dead and the Mind of the living are
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intrinsically One. This One can in no way be diminished. Not even
the dead can disappear. Where, after all, would they go?

The Funeral of Marie—A Six-year-old®

This service was for a child of six who died of smoke inhalation.
Although neither of her parents had any formal affiliation with a
temple or church, they did identify to some extent with the doc-
trines of Hinduism, Buddhism, and Christianity. On the morning
after the death of Marie, I was asked by the parents to help orga-
nize and lead a funeral service for their daughter. With the assis-
tance of several mourners [ hastily put together a simple altar, and
on this we placed a large photograph of Marie, as well as hand-
picked flowers, candles, and some of her favorite foods. In front of
the altar Marie lay enclosed in a homemade casket.

The service began with my telling everyone that the main pur-
pose of the funeral ceremony was to aid Marie, and that we could
accomplish this by directing our love toward her through our chant-
ing and heartfelt recitations, thereby invoking the wisdom of an-
cient sages in the difficult transition from this side of life to the
other. I also said that while, from an ordinary viewpoint, the death
of a young child is considered tragic. we had no reason to teel grief-
stricken; Marie was born when she needed to be and she died when
she had to die, her karma for this life having exhausted itself, young
though she was. .

Next we all chanted The Heart of Perfect Wisdom (see “The
Funeral of Lillian—An Eighty-four-vear-old Writer” for the sig-
nificance of this inspired text) while one person beat a drum and
another periodically struck a small, bowl-shaped gong.

Following the chanting we all offered up a prayer, recited with
feeling three times in unison, to help invoke bodhisattvic forces for
the benefit of Marie. First I recited a line and then everyone re-
peated it:

O Compassionate Ones,
abiding in all directions,

endowed with great compassion,
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endowed with love, affording protection to
sentient beings,

consent through the power of your great
compassion to come forth:

consent to accept these offerings concretely
laid out and mentally created.

O Compassionate Ones,

you who possess the wisdom of understandin i
the love of compassion,

the power of doing divine deeds and of
protecting in incomprehensible measure:
Marie is passing from this world to the next.
She is taking a great leap.

The light of this world has faded for her.

She has entered solitude with her

karmic forces.

She has gone into a vast Silence.

She is borne away by the Great Ocean [of birth
and death].

O Compassionate Ones,

protect Marie, who is defenseless.

Be to her like a mother and a father.

O Compassionate Ones,

let not the force of your compassion be weak,
but aid her.

Forget not your ancient vows . . .

Following this supplication, the following verses were directed
to Marie:

The Flowers Poem

The world is a lower.

Gods are flowers.

Enlightened ones are flowers.

All phenomena are flowers.

Red flowers, white flowers, green flowers,
yellow flowers, black flowers,
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all melt into the oneness of colors.

You are one, you are many,

only one moment, only one unique place,
only the unique you.

Beside you there is nothing:

you dance, appearing in all.

From nowhere you came, to nowhere you go.
You stay nowhere. You are nowhere attached.
You occupy everything, you occupy nothing.
You are the becoming of indescribable change.
You are love. You are the flower.™

Upon the conclusion of this verse, all present went singly to the
altar and made an offering of a pinch of powdered incense. This
over, the 150 or so mourners began walking toward a church a mile
away. En route some individuals blew conch shells, while others
softly chanted the sacred word “Om,” the sounds intermingling.
Other marchers quietly chanted verses from the various spiritual
traditions.

At the church the small casket was placed on the altar, sur-
rounded by flowers and candles. The proceedings in the church
were entirely spontaneous. Different individuals stood up and
began singing a folk tune or reciting sacred words. Friends and
relatives reminisced about Marie. The haunting sounds of a har-
monica were heard in the elegiac “Going Home.”

With the conclusion of these informal rituals, we moved to the
churchyard, where Marie’s grave was dug by close friends. During
the digging, participants formed a large circle, joined hands, and
began chanting “Om.” All the while, conch shells were sounded,
providing a rich and meaningful counterpoint—meaningful be-
cause in many spiritual traditions the blowing of a conch shell sym-
bolizes the breath of a new life.

Marie’s casket was now slowly lowered into the grave as the
mourners crowded around. Marie’s mother and others who
brought flowers began tossing them on the casket, which was slowly
being covered with the upturned earth.
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Creating the Funeral Service

of this hne. Also on the altar were lighted candles and evergreens—
the flames symbolic of infinite light, the pine needles of everlasting
life. The photograph enabled those present to focus and direct
their energies toward Lillian.

When we started, the music was faded to a soft, background
level, and it continued that way throughout the service. T explained
that the main purpose of the funeral rites was to help Lillian
awaken to the true nature of birth and death and not simply to
extol her virtnes or lament her passing.

Following this we all chanted The Heart of Perfect Wisdom,
which encapsulates the accumulated wisdom of Buddhism’s spiri-
tual masters on the nature of ultimate realitv. The Heart of Perfect
Wisdom is considered a most potent formulation for piercing the
delusive mind. It is the kernel, or core. of the message of the wis-
dom scriptures given by the Buddha. Also referred to as The Heart
Sutra, it is to be grasped not through the intellect but with the
heart—that is, through one’s own decpest intuition. Thus “perfect
wisdom™ here means transcendental wisdom, as well as the path
leading to the attainment of this wisdom, and the text of the teach-
ing conducive to its realization.

The significance of chanting this sacred text is that the deceased,
shorn of the limitations of a body and a mind as we ordinarily un-
derstand these terms, is now better able to absorb and be guided
by its deeper meaning.

The Heart of Perfect Wiscdom™

Form here™ is only emptiness,
cmptiness only form.

Form is no other than emptiness,
emptiness no other than form.

Feeling, thought and choice
consciousness itself,
are the same as this.

Dharmas™ here are cmpty,
all are the primal void.
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other room of the Center for light refreshments, where they con-
tinued their reminiscences of Lillian.

THE VALUE OF CHANTING

Chanting can have a vital plaee in a funeral serviee. When it is
done with sincerity and zest, the sounds and rhythms of chanting
provide a way to cireumvent the diseriminating intelleet and to
drive home directly to the subconscious mind of the deceased the
essential truths of existence.

It is best to have a drum of one kind or another to set and main-
tain the tempo of the chanting. It unifies the energy of the ser-
viee

raising it up or bringing it down, or drawing it together when
it beecomes scattered. The drummer need not be a professional, nor
the drum any speeial kind, though the drummer should be able to
maintain a steady, pulsating beat for the duration of the chanting.

The drummer begins slowly and works very quiekly up to the
tempo that, once established, must be maintained until the end
of the ehant. Should the drummer and the ehanters not synehro-
nize, the ehanting becomes disjointed and the vital energy flow
toward the deeeased beeomes disrupted.

Equally important is the spirit in whieh the chanting is done,
whether with sineerity and vigor or otherwise. Just as lackadaisieal
drumming can diminish the foree of the serviee, so halfhearted
chanting ean lessen the impaet of the funeral or memorial rites.
When the ehanting is directed to the deeeased, with everyone fo-
eusing on the photograph of the deeeased, the chanting is espe-
cially effective.

Zen master Hakuun Yasutani points out in his book Eight Bases
of Belief in Buddhism™ that a person in the after-death state does
have eonseiousness but not what we ordinarily think of as eon-
seiousness in the “alive” state. And he or she also has sensory
awareness of a kind not available to us so-called “alive” human be-
ings. This means that the entity ean “hear” The Heart of Perfect
Wisdom and the other elements of the funeral serviee, but in a way
that eannot be equated with ordinary hearing.

Physieists (such as David Bohm) have demonstrated that two
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~the power to rouse and transform. Words that have strong spirit
propelling them are like a well-aimed arrow which, once released,
will not stop short of its mark.

People sometimes ask whether the subtle message of, say, The
Heart of Perfect Wisdom can be understood by a child. In the case
of six-year-old Marie, once she has died, is she still six? The knowl-
edge in her subconscious mind—the collective unconscious. if yon
like—is still functional. So are the karmic impulscs that propelled
her into the life she just left and that will propel her into her next
life. Energy cannot be destroyed; nor can the accumulated knowl-
edge and understanding of countless lifetimes. F orgotten, yes, but
not lost.

So what of this young entity? When she dies she is no longer
young in the sense of her karmic heritage or physical years—she is
ageless. Age is relative, and she is now no longer bound by that
restriction. The age of the dead person, then, makes no difference:
neither does her sex, her nationality, or cven her religion. The only
thing that matters is the way in which you chant, that is, whether
your chanting has conviction behind it and is focused toward what
we are calling the entity or not. We can go even further: it doesn’t
even matter whether the being who died was human. Animals, too,
can be affected by a strong funcral service. All life, having its basis
in this universal Mind, is irrevocably connected. In the purest and
most fundamental sense there is no difference between a buddha,
a six-year-old girl, an elephant, a flea, a redwood tree, and a blade
of grass.

FUNERALS FOR NEWBORN BABIES

When newborn babies die, or when a woman has a premature
birth and they can’t save the baby, or when the baby dies in the
womb, a lot of families don’t know whether there should be a fu-
neral or not. From the Buddhist point of view a child comes to its
parents because of the karmic affinity between them. Whether
death takes place before birth, in infancy, in childhood, or in old
age, the funeral service scrves the same purpose. Because of the
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parents” affinity with the infant, their ability to influence her future
life in the after-death state is great. Thus the funeral service repre-
sents, as in the case with older people, a once-in-a-lifetime chance
to awaken her to the indivisibility of life and death, to the truth
that form is only emptiness, emptiness only form—the essential
message of The Heart of Perfect Wisdom.

Besides aiding the deceased, as we have said, and providing an
outlet for the parents’ grief, the funeral service is also a means of
allaying possible guilt feelings of family members. And for those
who participate in the service wholeheartedly, it can answer ques-
tions about the role of karma and the mystery of life and death—
questions that inevitably arise following the death of an infant. The
darkness surrounding death is thus to some extent dispelled. A
meaningful funeral or memorial service awakens our deepest intu-
itions about life and death. Not only this, but the funeral service
gives parents, family, and friends the assurance that they have done
everything they can to help the child in the after-death state. This
in itself can do much to allay the grief of parents.
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UNDERSTANDING KARMA

LIFE’S SEEMING INJUSTICE

EVER SINCE THE FIRST prehistoric hunters battled a mastodon
and one of them lost an arm or leg in the fray, human beings
have asked themselves, “Why me and not him?” In all societies and
civilizations men and women have struggled to find answers to life’s
seeming injustice and randomness. Why is one person born deaf or
blind, and another free of all physical handicaps? Why is one born
with a brilliant mind and another with virtually no mind? Why are
some born in the midst of plenty, while others live in poverty and
misery? Where is the justice in all this?

For many the answer has been simply “It is the will of God. His
ways are mysterious, and we with our limited understanding are
incapable of grasping His divine purpose. Therefore “‘Ours not to
reason why, ours but to suffer and sigh’; we must have faith that in
the end God’s plan will be revealed.” But for countless others these
answers satisfy neither reason nor a sense of justice. On the con-
trary, they often create feelings of powerlessness and resentment
which fester and sometimes lead to deep psychological distur-
bances.

Yet there is an explanation, accepted by millions of people, that
opens a window on the why and how of events. This is the doctrine
of karma. Though seemingly random and mysterious, karma is a
law that functions consistently in dispensing justice. The endless
entanglements and contradictions of human existence are clarified
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by this simple principle, which holds that for every effect there
must be an antecedent cause, whose effect in turn becomes an-
other cause, ad infinitum. In other words, the doctrine of karma
teaches that what we reap accords with what we have sowed.

At the same time, the workings of karma are profound and intri-
cate and their implications not easily grasped. With good reason
the ancient symbol for karma is an endless knot.

2

This sign graphically depicts the infinite network of interrelation-
ships among all forms of existence. It also symbolizes the begin-
ningless and endless causes that condition existence.

THE WHEEL OF LIFE AND DEATH

The process of becoming is also called the chain of causation,
the chain of dependent origination, or, more commonly, the wheel
of life and death. As the wheel turns (or each link of the chain is
activated), the residue of energy from the turn (or link) before
gives rise to the succeeding turn, thus keeping the wheel in mo--
tion." The wheel of life and death is a representation of the mind
of the unenlightened. Buddha taught, “Everything is: this is one
extreme view. Everything is not: this is the second extreme view.
Avoiding both these extremes, the Tathagata [that is, Buddha; see
Glossary] teaches the Norm of the Mean.” Elaborating on this,
Coomaraswamy writes, “This [doctrine of the] Mean asserts that
everything is a Becoming, a flux without beginning [first cause] or
end; there exists no static moment when this Becoming attains to
Being—no sooner can we conceive it by the attributes of name and
form, than it has changed to something else. In place of an individ-
ual there exists a succession of instants of consciousness.”™
All creatures are tied to the wheel—the ceaseless round of birth
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and death—to the law of causation, according to which existence is
determined by antecedent actions. This wheel is set in motion by
actions stemming from our basic ignorance of the true nature of
existence and by karmic propensities from an incalculable past. The
wheel is kept revolving by our craving for and clinging to the plea-
sures of the senses. At the hub are greed, anger, and deluded think-
ing. The residue of action from each cycle carries forward to the
next cycle, perpetually turning the wheel through life and death
until we free ourselves from this endless circuit.

WHY BELIEVE IN KARMA?

Belief in the law of causation generates the conviction that just
as our past actions shaped the present, so will the life we lead today
determine the nature of our future. We are the architects of our
lives. We can change. As the journalist John Walters writes:

Acceptance of the theory of karma and rebirth will
settle many problems regarding life which previously
seemed insoluble. It brings a reasonable explanation to
circumstances and events, to the tragedies and comedies
of life that otherwise would make the world seem one
vast madhouse or the plaything of a crazed deity. Belief
in karma and rebirth results in a lasting sense of calm
and understanding. Life ceases to anger and surprise us,
death loses its terrors. No longer do we despairingly utter
those useless words, “Why does God let such things hap-
pen?” When misfortunes strike us, we realize that pay-
ment is being made for wrong actions in a previous life.
The debts are being wiped out.”

KARMA AND CAUSATION

“Karma” encompasses greater meaning than simply “causation.”
Looked at superficially, this latter term appears to be simple. Let
us say my elbow strikes a glass jar on a table and the jar falls to the
floor and breaks. The jar fell because my elbow hit it, and the bro-
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ken glass is the effect. If T am riding my bike and a tire hits a piece
of glass and blows out, the cause of the blowout is the glass and the
effect is the blown tire. All this is obvious. Somewhat less obviously,
a parent, instead of reacting firmly but sympathetically to his unruly
child, shouts at him harshly. The child, out of hurt and anguish,
attacks his younger sister, continuing the cycle of bad feeling. The
parent now has a doubly paintul situation—one directly of his own
making—to try to resolve. Causation, then, pervades all aspects of
our life. In a wider sense, cause and effect is an infinite flux, perme-
ating time and space and linking all beings and all phenomena.

Karma is a more inclusive concept than simple cause and effect
because it includes moral—or intangible—causes and effects as
well as physical—or tangible—causes and effects. Derived from
the Sanskrit root kri, meaning to do or to make, “karma” refers to
action—often to acts of volition—and deeds. For the consequences
flowing from such acts, there is the more precise term karma-
vipaka, although in common practice these days the word “karma”
loosely covers both meanings. “Karma” is an evocative word that
provides entrance to the subtle and intricate relationships of cause
and effect, and to an understanding of the way the patterns of
deeds and events fit together and interact.

KARMA AND INTENTION

Every deed performed with an intention behind it—whether it
be physical or mental, good or bad—weaves a timeless pattern,
leaves an ineffable mark that sooner or later will produce an effect
or consequence in our own life and in the lives of others. “This
mark will never be erased save by sheer exhaustion of the karma or
by the interruption of an overwhelming counter-karma.”™

However, “intention” must be understood broadly to encompass
a wide range of mental activity. Thus acts performed “instinctively
or habitually—such as striking out angrily without premeditation—
and acts conditioned by unconscious mentation or emotion, even if
we do not understand the motive impulses behind these acts, have
karmic consequences. (We know from psychology that even appar-
ently unintentional acts may have subconscious roots.)
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Understanding Karma

Not all experienced effects are products of willed action, or
karma. Let us say a heavy branch of a tree falls and seriously injures
me as I'm walking along on a windy day. I did nothing to cause
the branch to drop, although I experienced the effect of its fall.
Nonetheless, I did freely put myself in the place where the branch
came down, and to that extent I bear responsibility for what hap-
pened to me (perhaps the result of “bad” karma, perhaps not). The
cause of the branch falling was the wind and a weakness in the
branch; the cause of my injury was being under the branch when
it fell. The unexpectedness of the event and my reactions to the
severity of the trauma may have a long-lasting effect on me, but
this is an effect of a certain cause—my reactions to the incident.

All conditioned phenomena are the result of complex interac-
tions of causes and effects. Such phenomena arise when causes
and conditions governing them mature. When conditions become
altered, phenomena change accordingly.

Volitional acts “are a form of energy which radiates outward
from the doer and affects both himself and others. The murderer
may never be apprehended and punished by civil authorities, but
the dead survive in the present, and sometime, somewhere, the
energy of the past act will have an effect on both the murderer and
others. The energy is never lost.” The late Dr. Sarvepalli Radha-
krishnan, one of India’s foremost scholars, called karma “the law of
the conservation of moral energy.” Professor Garma C. C. Chang
describes it this way:

Karma is essentially a doctrine of the intricate recipro-
cation between forces and actions that push forward the
turning wheel of samsara. When expressed on a cosmo-
logical scale this force-action complex is a stupendous
power that propels the universe and life; when expressed
in the ethical sense, it is an unfailing, impersonal law that
effectuates the moral order, “dispensing” natural rewards
and retributions. Metaphysically, karma is a creative en-
ergy brought forth by the collective actions of certain
groups; it sustains the order and function of a particular
universe in which those groups reside . . .°
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Understandin g Karma

causation. If my life is already predetermined, why should T make
an effort to live decently? The truth is, nothing is unchangeable,
the point being that our capability for the exercise of free will is
always present. Clearly, then, everyone has the potential at each
moment to alter the course of his future karma. If we did not have
that freedom, what would be the point of spiritual training?

PRIMARY AND SECONDARY CAUSES

Karma involves a combination of primary and secondary causes.
In the case of a plant, for example, the seed is a primary cause,
and fertilizer, rain, wind, sunlight, and attention of the farmer are
secondary causes. Take two farmers who plant seeds of grain at the
same time. One cultivates his field, fertilizing it with rich manure;
the other does nothing but watch the weeds. Obviously there will
be a great difference in their respective crops. (Secondary causes
may thus be of essential importance.) The principle of primary and
secondary causes is always functioning—whether the effect is of
minor significance, such as a sneeze, or major, such as death. Simi-
larly, when we pass from this life to the intermediate state at death,
though impelled by our desire to be reborn as a human being (the
primary cause), we cannot do so without parents, who are a neces-
sary secondary cause of rebirth.
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Changing Your Karma

master Milarepa. In his youth Milarepa was involved in black magic
which directly led to the deaths of many people. Eventually he
decided to change his life and began to train under a teacher. Dur-
ing his training he underwent awesome austerities, subsisting only
on nettles and living without clothing in caves high in the moun-
tains. His teacher more than once instructed him to construct a
house out of heavy stones and, once it was built, ordered him to
pull it down and rebuild it in another location. In the course of
these hardships Milarepa came to expiate the karma of having
caused the deaths of so many people, and he eventually became a
great sage and teacher himself.

SIMULTANEOUS AND PROGRESSIVE CAUSE AND EFFECT

Two other aspects of karma are what might be loosely called
simultaneous cause and effect and progressive cause and effect.
Suppose I cut my arm badly and cry out in pain. The wound, the
bleeding, and the pain occur more or less simultaneously. Later the
wound may become infected and the arm may swell, necessitating
the attention of a doctor. This is progressive cause and effect.

Then there is the law of small cause and large effect. In this case
time is a crucial element: the longer the lapse of time between the
cause and the effect, the greater the effect. For example, it you
save money, the longer you keep it in the bank, the greater the
amount of interest you will receive. Conversely, if you have a debt
and do not repay it for a long time, it will become bigger by reason
of the interest added to it. Zen master Yasutani has said, “Think of
your good deeds as savings and your bad deeds as debts.”

VARIABLE AND “CONSTANT KARMA

Within the period of a single lifetime every being has, in addi-
tion to its variable karma, a particular “constant” karma into which
it is born, which includes species, race, sex, and certain other con-
genital conditions—a missing limb, for example. Our “constant”
karma is the result of previous actions crystallized at the time of
birth and unchangeable until death. For example, to be born white
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or black or Asian, or as a man or a woman, is unalterable karma.
Though set for life, these conditions are then recast at the next
rebirth, again in accordance with the individual’s ever ripening past
actions.

Variable karma is karma which can be modified by one’s own
effort. Consider the matter of health. A person may be born sickly,
but by watching his health, he can make himself strong. Or he may
sustain a serious injury which disables him, but by dint of hard
work on himself, he overcomes that negative karma. The following
story is dramatic proof of this:

A young lifeguard by the name of Doug Heir dove into a swim-
ming pool to save someone crying tor help. The force of the dive
brought him to the floor of the pool, where he struck his head,
breaking his neck and becoming paralyzed. This was a young man
proud of his strength and abilities in sports, and now he lay unable
to move, permanently disabled. His family worked with him, and
he worked hard himself, on his recovery. In time the broken neck
healed, and with intensive physical therapy he was able to gradually
recover some use of his upper body. Thus inspired, he began
weight training and then shotput and javelin throwing, though trom
a wheelchair. He went on to win a gold medal with a world-record-
setting throw in the Paralympics in England, to attend college and
then law school, and to live an independent life in his own apart-
ment and drive his own car. In these ways he changed his karma
from that of a bedridden, wholly dependent quadriplegic to an ac-
tive sportsman and professional able to live on his own without
help.?

Constant and variable karma can be seen in the matter of longev-
ity: constant because longevity is limited by one’s genetic inheri-
tance; variable because it is also affected by one’s environment and
habits. A kind and honest person, one whose conduct is pure, will
benefit from the state of mind which his behavior produces. He
will be comfortable with himself and secure in his actions. The
more humane he is, the more inclined he will be to perform com-
passionate deeds, and such actions will become instinctive in him.
On the other hand, an irascible, cruel, and dishonest man will make
both his life and those of others miserable by creating anger and
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tension. His corrupt acts will become habitual, and he will perform
them with increasing frequency. Morcover, the greater the concen-
tration of thought and will in accomplishing the action, the more
lasting the action’s effects in the results that follow. Conduct, then,
influences states of mind just as states of mind determine behavior.

All actions—whether they do harm or good, whether they are
affect the doer

intentional, unconscious, or apparently accidental
sooner or later. Every thought, utterance, and deed is a seed that
ripens until, under suitable conditions, it comes to fruition as an
event or circumstance. The effect can ripen instantly, later in one’s
present lifetime, or in a future lifetime. Moreover, between each
cause and its effect can come succeeding causes which can influ-
ence and modify the effect of the original cause. We never know
when a particular karmic seed will come to fruition. It is a continu-
ous process, for the way in which one responds to circumstances
determines the quality of one’s present life as well as that of future
lives.

Our moral, intellectual, and temperamental differences are
chiefly due to our own actions both present and past; thus karma
can be seen as the force giving rise to differences between individ-
uals—differences in abilities, dispositions, and bents as well as in
size, color, and shape, and even in one’s views of life. Regardless of
the time, the place, or the persons involved, the ups and downs of
human life are affected and influenced by this law.

TRANSCENDING KARMA

Karma defines and restricts. Simply to have a certain body-mind
is already a karmic restriction. We have only to point to the physical
capacities of certain animals to see how limited we are in these
respects. No human has the speed or stamina of a horse or a chee-
tah. The arboreal feats of a simian can’t be equaled by a human
being. A dog’s sense of smell is said to be a hundred times more
acute than a human’s. Every creature is what it is by reason of its
karma.

What we all seek, consciously or unconsciously, is release from

°© 149 o©



AP R
—'.'.-fiw-.‘-n,-uﬂ-m

_I-l_'
|I|'I|

oy ety b ] o el B 5w o g e o

i 1 S Tt e vt e 4 o, 1
A




Ch(mging Your Karma

imperfect, unsatisfactory, incomplete. Penetrate into the substance
and everything is perfect, complete, whole.

How, then, do we get to the point where everything is seen as
full, whole, perfect? A Zen master tells how:

Every moment, every existence is causation itself.
Outside [them] . . . there is neither I nor the world. This
being the case, the man of real freedom would be the
one who lives in peace in whatever circumstances cause
and effect bring about. Whether the situation be favor-
able or adverse, he lives it as the absolute situation with
his whole being—that is, he is causation itself. He never
dualistically discriminates different aspects of the situa-
tion; his heart is never disturbed by any outside ele-
ments. When he lives like this, he is the master of cause
and effect and everything is blessed as it is. The eternal
peace is established here.!

The way out, then, is the way in.

COLLECTIVE KARMA

Joy or suffering can also follow from collective karma, in which
each member of a group reaps according to what the group as a
whole has sown. Even as each of us has an independent existence,
at the same time we relate deeply to one another. “Given this, there
is that.” Everything is connected and interrelated; all things are
mutually dependent for their existence. “Buddhism holds that
nothing was created singly or individually. All things in the universe
.. . depend upon one another, the influence of each mutually per-
meating and thereby making a universal symphony of harmonious
totality. If one item were lacking, the universe would not be com-
plete; without the rest, one item cannot be.”!

We can see this principle operating on a social level. To be a
parent requires children. Children need parents for their existence
and nurturing. Citizens depend on the police for protection; the
police depend on us for economic support. Similarly with the fire
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department. The city depends on the state for certain services. The
state depends on cooperation with other states and on the federal
government to protect its inhabitants in a variety of ways. The fed-
eral government, for its part, cannot function without the work and
support of its citizens, who depend on the nation as a whole for
their cultural identity and well-being. Nations, too, depend on one
another in numerous ways. In the deepest sense, then, we are all in
the same boat—more than that, we are extensions of one another.
Karmically speaking, a common lifeline of mutual responsibility
binds us all.

It is not always easy to distinguish between collective and indi-
vidual karma. Suppose I neglect my health and become sick. This
is individual karma and no one can substitute for me in this illness:
I have to take the bitter medicine alone. However, collective karma
would begin to operate if I became seriously ill, perhaps needing
an operation, so that my family and friends became involved finan-
cially and emotionally. To be a passenger in a plane or car that
crashes—this is also collective karma. But the fact that one passen-
ger dies, another is only injured, and still another escapes un-
harmed—this is individual karma.!2

Collective karma affects us in individual ways as well as collec-
tively; that is, collective karma also becomes individual karma, and
in this sense we often cannot speak of karma as being definitively
either individual or collective. They affect and interact with each
other. Think of Hitler—it was his individual karma to be a megalo-
maniacal mass murderer, but it was also his country’s collective
karma to decide to make him fithrer. Another example is the Ti-
tanic disaster. It was the captain’s individual karma to choose to
ignore numerous warnings about icebergs and continue on course;
but it was also the collective karma of everyone on board to be on
that boat with him as captain.

We cannot make predictions about collective karma any more
than we can about individual karma. We can, however, look at
trends. A person, country, or group holding on to destructive, de-
grading, self-centered practices, policies, or habits is bound to fall
into paintul situations. We form a unity. Our collective society, the
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groups with which we associate, are as much a part of us as we are
of them. We can choose to spread peace or hatred.

Collective karma is always in operation, but it functions on a
much grander scale than individual karma. This has two implica-
tions. One is that we are often not aware of collective karma; it is
like a huge painting whose full impact is not evident until one ob-
serves it from a distance. The other is that when collective karmic
events occur, they can be cataclysmic or of devastating proportions
because they involve numerous people.

A distinction can also be made between collective karmic events
and collective karma. The first is a specific occurrence, such as the
sinking of the Titanic, the war in Vietnam, or a car accident. The
second is the fundamental principle of the workings of cause and
effect as it affects a body of people united by situation, location,
race, creed, or ethnic group.

The Karma of Parent and Child

At the most protound level, collective karma involves the parent-
child relationship, which is much deeper than that between sib-
lings. The acceptance of their mutual karma by parents and chil-
dren has far-reaching implications. No child who had been reared
to believe in the validity of the law of causation, and who had ac-
cepted it, could one day fling into the face of his parents the taunt
“Don’t blame me! I didn’t ask to be born!” for he would know that
we all ask to be born and are born through parents whom we seek
because of a karmic affinity going back before conception. He or
she would be aware that the primary cause of our being propelled
again and again into “re-becoming” is a clinging to the notion of
a separate, individual existence and the desire to be reborn. The
conjunction of a mother and a father is only a secondary, or con-
tributing, cause of one’s rebirth.”> Nor could parents with similar
awareness and acceptance of the law of causation ever exclaim in
exasperation, “We just don’t understand how any child of ours
could do such a thing!” since they would realize that their sons and
daughters have karmas—habit forces or tendencies of long stand-
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Ch(mging Your Karma

showed his report card to his father. Examining the report care-
fully, the father was dismayed to find a string of low marks. “Why
are your grades so bad?” he sternly demanded. The boy offhand-
edly replied, “Guess it’s just my karma, Dad.” Whereupon Dad
gave the boy a hard slap. “Why did you hit me?” his son protested.
“Because that's my karma,” answered the father.

“Karma” is sometimes used in reference to a relationship that
has played itself out, such as a job or love affair that one is no
longer interested in. Not infrequently, though, announcing that
one’s karma with someone has ended is often a lame attempt to
extricate oneself from an unpleasant situation. Correctly, karma
cannot be used as justification for doing or not doing anything. 1t
can only be pointed to as an explanation of something that has
already occurred.

LIGHTENING THE KARMIC BURDEN

The workings of karma are complex and often inscrutable. A
child is instantly killed by a car, and in their anguish and despair
the parents protest, “Why did this have to happen to our child?
She was such a generous, loving person, with no malice in her. Why
did she have to die so young and so violently when others whose
lives are selfish and cruel die in their own bed at an advanced age?
Where is the justice of it?” And if previously they had faith in the
goodness of God, they now feel disillusionment and bitterness
toward Him. “Why would a loving and just God permit this?” they
demand.

Even a person who accepted karma might initially ask such ques-
tions when tragedy struck. But on deeper reflection, one would
realize that the question was not “Why?” but “How?”’——“How can
I expiate the karma which brought this about and not create more
of it in the future?” The best way to do this is to accept the situation
and use it as an opportunity to repay a karmic debt. This does not
mean passively accepting whatever misfortune comes your way
when you can change the situation. By “rolling with the punch,”
however, one lightens one’s pain and lessens one’s karmic burden.
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KARMA

Furthermore, there is no residue of resentment or bitterness. In
families where a child dies, parents who reflect gratefully on the joy
and love she brought into their lives eventually find such thoughts a
tremendous aid in allaying the terrible hurt. Here, too, our attitude
affects our karma.

One who truly understood that the painful events of his life rep-
resent the flowering of seeds once planted by him would inevitably
say, “T don’t know why this has happened, but since it has, I must
have helped cause it.” This is not the same as saying, “Such and
such an experience is happening to me because I need to develop
such and such a characteristic’—for example, more compassion.

In the context of an awareness of karma, suffering would be seen
as the inevitable consequence of a series of causes and effects that
we ourselves initiated. Eventually one develops the faith to accept
that whatever happens to us is primarily the result of our own ac-
tions. We might make what we perceive to be mistakes, but in an
ultimate sense there are no mistakes; we simply live in accord with
our past and current karma. To deeply perceive this is to be taught
by life rather than overcome by it. By thus accepting and acquiesc-
ing in the effects of our actions, we begin to lessen the karmic
burden and eventually the pain-producing causes.

Once, a mother whose son had been imprisoned for selling drugs
said to me, “What have I done to deserve this? Why me?” A Physi—
cian friend who was present at a talk on karma in which T had
related the foregoing incident commented, “Whenever something
painful happens to me and I ask, “What have 1 done to deserve
this?” invariably the answer comes as ‘Plenty!” ™ This has got to be
the response of all of us if we are honest with ourselves, for none
of us is free from the guilt implied in the question. Yet the sense of
guilt may be turned to a positive end by reflecting, “What causes,
what incidents brought about the painful result? In what way did
my own behavior contribute to it?” Such questioning can be re-
vealing and thus therapeutic. Life does not exist in a vacuum. The
more we understand the interconnectedness of all life, the better
we understand the motivations behind our actions and the conse-
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quences of our behavior. In the end, others as well as we are the
beneficiaries.

WHEN OTHERS ARE WRONG | AM WRONG

It would be hard, I think, to find a higher ethical principle than
that enunciated by the sixth patriarch of Zen, who said, “When
others are wrong I am in the wrong. When I have transgressed 1
alone am to blame.” Such a deep sense of personal responsibility
could come only from one who truly understood the law of causa-
tion at a profound level. Such a person would know that the net-
work of interrelationships between all forms of life is so vast and
complex that we cannot, in a cosmic sense, disavow responsibility
for whatever happens anywhere—least of all for the repercussions
on our own and others’ lives of our thoughts, speech, and actions.

Someone once came to me for help in resolving the angry feel-
ings he had for a former girlfriend. T asked him what he had been
doing to this end and he replied that he had been directing loving
thoughts toward her. 1 suggested he start reciting a repentance
verse and begin directing feelings of contrition toward her. He was
taken aback. “Why should I apologize to her?” he insisted. “She
was the one who hurt me.” “But,” I told him, “the fact that you felt
pain means you did something to earn it; no doubt you caused her
pain as well. You equally share responsibility for this situation.”

How do we explain the unwillingness of so many to reflect on
their past wrongs which have caused hurt to others, and their fail-
ure to see how the tangled web of these actions continues to cloud
their lives and those of others? To what can we attribute our reluc-
tance to make a searching and fearless moral inventory of our-
selves? Author J. Glenn Gray believes this attitude is traceable to
the rise of modern psychology and the predominance of naturalis-
tic philosophers, “who have tended to view guilt feelings as a hin-
drance to the full development of personality and the achievement
of a life-affirming outlook.”™ Worse, people have tended to use
such notions to justify antisocial behavior. And so we blame the
parents for being too strict or too lenient, but the offender is
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THE INTERGONNECTEDNESS
OF ALL LIFE

WE ARE OUR BROTHERS

TO FULLY UNDERSTAND karma it is essential that we recognize
the interdependence of all life—that we are not alone but move
in an intimate dance with all creation. If T mowve, you move; if you
do wrong, I do wrong; if T do good, you too do good. The joys and
triumphs of all humanity are also mine as long as I am able to take
joy in the good fortune of others without being envious. Similarly,
when I am able to cry with the pain of those who suffer, my com-
passion is working and T do what I can to help those in need. But,
as Dolores Leckey observes, “Every time one of us truly rests, the
world rests a little, so intimately connected are we with one an-
other.” Yet equally true, we come into this world alone and we will
leave it alone, sustained by our wholesome karmas and hindered by
our unwholesome ones.

In between [birth and death, writes an anonymous au-
thor] we must find whatever meaning we can in our lives.
We must reach out to others and celebrate with them
those special times in which we honor the past and look
with hope towards the future. For it is only in these mo-
ments that we transcend our human limitations, break
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free from the bonds of our solitary existence, and taste
the sweetness of life.

To feel that when others are in the wrong I too am wrong, and
that when I have transgressed I alone am to blame, doesn’t mean
that for every wrong committed I must accept blame at a literal
level and take the corresponding punishment. Let us suppose you
did everything you could to help end the Vietnam War. In that
event you might well say, “Why should I feel responsible for the
bombings and other horrors that were committed there?” Of
course, few people could really say they did everything within their
power to stop the war. But many did try hard. So where does the
responsibility lie? It lies in the need to rid ourselves of greed,
anger, and other destructive elements of our personality. It also lies
in developing our full potential as compassionate human beings
and in actually expressing that compassion throughout our lives.
We are our brother’s keepers—no, in the deepest sense we are our
brothers, for we are not apart from them.

KARMA AND SUICIDE

Any intentional act that is egoistically motivated has negative
karmic consequences. The willful taking of one’s life is such an act.
Human life is preeminently precious because it is only from that
state that we can come to enlightenment and attain true liberation.

The Buddhist injunction not to kill is part of a total effort to
prevent destruction of human consciousness and community. No
society can be indifferent to the taking of human life.'> Suicide
implies a rupture of human equilibrium in the society of which one
is a part; it does violence to our fundamental instinct for life. The
Talmud says, “Whosoever saves a single life, it is as if he had saved
the whole world.” It is true that from the absolute standpoint of
Essential-nature, suicide, like any other phenomenon, is void of any
fundamental reality. However, the fact is that we exist simultane-
ously on two levels: the phenomenal (or relative) and the uncondi-
tioned (or absolute). Actually, these are not two, though in our
speaking about them in the language of our dualistically oriented
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mind, they seem to be separate. But in moments of utter clarity we
may recognize that the phenomenal is the Void and that the form-
less is the phenomenal. Thus, while in an absolute sense suicide
affects no one, since there is no one and nothing to be affected on
that level, at the same time, we also exist in the relative dimension
of time and space, of human relationships. On this level, the loss is
enormously painful to many people—family, friends, and acquain-
tances. Because my ego-based action—killing myself—was the
source of this pain, I am guilty of producing an immense amount
of negative karma, the effects of which will adversely influence not
only me but many others as well. It is in the world of form that
karma is created, manifested, and expiated. To make statements
relating only to life on the plane of the absolute, or undifferenti-
ated, is a fatal mistake; it is as blind as seeing only the relative side
of life. The formless aspect can never be considered without the
differentiated; the two are inseparable.

Speaking of the individual’s relation to the community, William
James affirms that these two are mutually conditioning: “The com-
munity stagnates without the impulse of the individual. The im-
pulse dies away without the sympathy of the community.” When
the poet John Donne says, “Every man’s death diminishes me,” he
is affirming the spiritual and scientific truth that all life is interre-
lated, and that what happens in one place can have its repercus-
sions millions of miles away. The individuals who make up a
particular society are like the threads of a fine brocade. Remove
even one thread and you have marred the entire pattern of the
fabric to some extent. It is violent death through murder, suicide,
and war that is particularly disruptive.

Now, some people may feel that one should be able to do what
one pleases with one’s own body. But, is it really “ours”? If it were,
we ought to be able to control aging and death itself. Obviously we
are not able to do that. Similarly, if our minds were really our own,
we should be able to totally control our thoughts, and we can’t do
that either. Our body has its own laws, which it obeys regardless of
our wishes. So whose body, whose mind is it? Our body-mind is
the crystallization of the way we have thought, felt, and acted; it’s
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selfish desires, she inevitably creates painful karma. If giving birth
to a baby seriously endangers the life of the mother, then saving
the mother’s life—she being the more developed one—may take
precedence over saving that of the embryo. Clear awareness and
affirmation of the law of cause and effect, and complete willingness
to assume responsibility for what needs to be done, will help clear
the mind of guilt, anxiety, and remorse, which are also seeds for
new obstructions.

KARMA AND EUTHANASIA

None of us wants to see someone dear to us suffer, of course.
But the karma of the one who takes her own life and that of those
who aid and abet life-taking are not the same. Deliberately to take
your own life carries with it a heavy karmic penalty, for all the
reasons you have heard. To re<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>