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Even as night darkens the green earth

the wheel turns.

Death follows birth.

Strive as you sleep with every breath

,

that you may wake past day
,
past death!
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Editor’s Note

The Zen of Living and Dying is a revised and considerably edited

version of Philip Kapleau’s The Wheel of Life and Death, which

was originally published in 1989.
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INTI1 0 DUCTION
O

A
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 1 come

from when I was born and where will I go when I 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

o XV o



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. 1

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 Modem 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. 2

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 ofthe Dead, and the medieval Christian text The Art ofDying

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 modem 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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Introduction

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 .

3

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 .

4

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 sovereignty7

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 Aries writes:

o XV 11 o
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Death in the hospital is no longer the occasion of a

ritual ceremony, over which the dying person presides

amidst his assembled relatives and friends. Death is a

technical phenomenon obtained by a cessation of care, a

cessation determined in a more or less avowed way by

a decision of the doctor and the hospital team. Indeed,

in the majority of cases the dying person has already lost

consciousness. Death has been dissected, cut to bits by a

series of little steps, which finally makes it impossible to

know which step was the real death, the one in which

consciousness was lost, or the one in which breathing

stopped .

5

Today dying in the average hospital in America has even less

dignity and cohesiveness, I believe it is fair to say, than it had

twenty-three years ago, when Aries’ observations were first pub-

lished. And hospital care itself has become more dehumanized. In

part this is due to the stressful conditions under which doctors,

nurses, and other hospital personnel are obliged to work. “It is now
one of the world’s most poorly kept secrets,” a national newsmaga-

zine commented recently, “that anxiety, depression, loneliness, and

burnout are major factors in the lives of doctors .”6 But there are

other reasons. One is the pervasive Western attitude of actively

trying to influence events instead of letting them take their 'own

natural course. It is summed up in the expression “Don’t just sit

there—do something!”

The experience of a doctor friend of mine dramatically illustrates

this attitude. One day while he was working as a resident in a large

hospital, an elderly lady in a comatose condition was carried into

the emergency room, where he was on duty. She had not been in

an accident but was dying of a fatal illness. As he began to examine

the lady, a senior doctor appeared, took one look at her, and or-

dered my friend to have her brought quickly into intensive care.

"Wait,” my friend pleaded. “We both know she’s dying. Let me sit

with her, hold her hand, and try to comfort her until she dies,

which can’t be more than an hour or two.” Fixing my friend with a

withering look, the senior doctor rebuked him with “How can you
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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 revalidation7 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 vears, 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 ofwhom 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.

”

s 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 fung, 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 .

9 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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cussed suicide and euthanasia—two subjects which are increasingly

claiming the attention of sociologists, psychologists, and religious

leaders, given the spectacular rise in self-inflicted death among the

elderly as well as the young.

Also presented are meditations on death—exercises to enable

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 artificial divisions really 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 etre 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 worldly,
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All the dross that man is heir to,

And go forth again clad in the vestment of

immortal life . . .

10

Beings come and beings go, but the flame of life, the generating

impulse animating all existences and underlying the whole of cre-

ation, neither comes nor goes; it burns eternally, with no beginning,

with no end. Aglow with this enlightened awareness, one can die

not like someone being dragged kicking and screaming to the scaf-

fold, but like one about to embark on an enticing adventure. Such

an exemplary death, let me emphasize, is causally related to a life

artfully lived, a life dedicated to the fulfillment of one’s physical,

mental, moral, and spiritual potential.

My hope is that this book, if carefully studied, can help the dying

person achieve an easy death and even liberate him from painful

bondage to birth and death. And it can hearten the living by mak-

ing them realize that death, like life, is also transitory.
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A Note on the Drawings

Wheel: an elemental device that evolved from the circle. The circle

symbolizes, among other things, oneness, the indivisibility of all

life. Nothing can be added to or subtracted from a circle: it is per-

fect in itself. In the same way, man in his Essential-nature is whole
and complete.

The wheel is one of the principal symbols of Buddhism. The
eight-spoked wheel is emblematic of the Noble Eightfold Path

leading to enlightenment.

Skull rosary: the skull, which survives the disintegration of the

flesh and sinews, symbolizes both the impermanence of the body
and the indestructibility of Buddha-nature.

Flame passing from lamp to candle: indicates that dying and death

lead to rebirth.

Endless knot: stands for the infinite network of interrelationships

among all forms of life.

Phoenix: a mythical bird of great beauty which lived for five hun-
dred years in the desert. It immolated itself on a funeral pyre and
then rose from its own ashes in the freshness of youth, living an-

other cycle of years; it represents death and regeneration.
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Part One

So live that when thy summons comes

To join the innumerable caravan

Which moves to that mysterious realm

Where each shall take his chamber

In the silent halls of death

Thou go not like the quarry slave at night

Scourged to his dungeon

But sustained and soothed by an unfaltering trust

Approach thy grave like one

Who wraps the drapery of his couch about him
And lies down to pleasant dreams.

William Cullen Bryant





I

EXISTENTIAL ASPECTS

(IF HEATH

What Is Life, What Is Death?

W hat is 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.

o 3 o



DEATH

Romeo took their word, and his life . . . but he was wrong. 1

Or is the error ours? Lyall Watson thinks it is, and he describes

our traditional view of death as an error of perception, like Ro-

meo’s tragic misunderstanding of Juliet’s apparent lifelessness.

Commenting on the “death” of Juliet and the actual death of

Romeo, Watson writes:

When Romeo found Juliet pale and lifeless in the

tomb and assumed she was dead, she was dead. The fact

that she later recovered and became more lifelike does

not cancel out her death. When Juliet found Romeo lying

lifeless with poison in his hand, he too was dead and his

death would remain valid even if some quick-witted phy-

sician had rushed in from the wings and pumped out his

stomach in the nick of time . . .

The Romeo Error is a confusion of life with death and

is made so often simply because there is no absolute dif-

ference between the two. They are manifestations of the

same biological process and differ only in degree. 2

What we call death is merely a change of state, often temporary

and “sometimes ‘curable’—death on its own has no clinical, logical,

or biological reality and exists only as a construct with validity in

inteipersonal relationships,” as Watson writes. The evidence of bi-

ology, psychology, and anthropology points toward the conclusion

that life and death exist alongside each other in a constantly chang-

ing dynamic relationship. Death, then, does not extinguish the

flame of life; it merely changes its form and direction. Put another

way, death is not a period but a comma in the story of life, as the

writer Vern McLellan noted.

Poets, too, with immaculate perception, have seen into the indi-

visibility of life and death. Samuel Butler (1835-1902) wrote:

The dead are often just as living to us as the living are,

Only we cannot get them to believe it . . .

To be dead is to be unable to understand that one is alive.

o 4 o



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 help

dispel this dilemma by revealing that these are not demarcated
conditions existing independent of each other but are merely two
facets of one natural process, both present at any given moment.

One day Zen master Dogo
,

3 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 sav.”

On the way back to the temple the following exchange

took place:

Disciple: “Teacher, if you don’t tell me I'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 1 face total extinction or will I 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 free 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. 4

Dogo replies, “I 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 coi*pse gone?"

“I won’t say! I won’t say!" the master persists. “Are you deaf?

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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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 1 11 hit you! The violence of his

words is the measure of his desperation.

Master: “Strike me if you wish, but I won’t say. Whether I’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 I 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 seeking 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. 5 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
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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.”6

Takkan often spoke of “Dream Zen.” In one of his One Hundred

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 Ikkyu 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. 7

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
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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

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

life of God ... I wish you would understand me; I am
not playing, not inventing this: I believe in it, I see it

without doubt. 8

Zen Master Taji

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. 9

Zen Master Tung-shan Liang-chieli

When Zen master Tung-shan Liang-chieh (807-69), the first pa-

triarch of the Soto Zen sect in China, was dying, a monk said to

him, “Master, your four elements 10 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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“It is my function to look at him,” answered Tung-shan.

“How about when you yourself look at him?” asked the monk.

“At that moment I see no illness,” replied Tung-shan. So saying,

he passed away.

The “one,” of course, is our Essential-nature personified. It is

not subject to birth or death. It is neither being nor nothingness,

neither emptiness nor form-and-color. Nor is it something that

feels pain or joy. It is beyond all sickness.

Zen Master Hui-neng

On the eighth of July, Zen master Hui-neng (638-713), the sixth

Chinese patriarch of Zen, announced to his monks, “Gather around

me. I have decided to leave this world in the eighth month.”

When the monks heard this, many of them wept openly.

“For whom are you crying?” the master asked. “Are you worry-

ing about me because you think I don’t know where I’m going? If

I didn’t know, I wouldn’t be able to leave you this way. What you

are really crying about is that you don’t know where I’m going. If

you actually knew, you couldn’t possibly cry, because True-nature

is without birth or death, without going or coming . .

.

”

n

How is it that the masters can regard death so lightly? Only be-

cause they know what whether we are killed or die naturally, death

has no more substantiality than the antics of puppets in a filrfi. Or

that it is no more real than the cutting of air with a knife, or the

bursting of bubbles, which reappear no matter how often they are

broken. 12 Moreover, the masters know they will be reborn through

affinity with a father and a mother when their karma relations so

impel them.

Chuang-tzu

Chuang-tzu, the Chinese Taoist sage of the fourth century B.C.,

was visited after the death of his wife by his friend Hui-tzu, who
came to express his condolences. The latter arrived to find the mas-

ter sitting on the ground with his legs spread wide apart. The wid-

ower was singing away and whacking out a tune on the back of a

o 10 o



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 so,” the master replied. “I 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 denv

these natural laws, of which I cannot claim ignorance. So I refrain .

13

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 they’ll 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 !” 14

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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able to express your feelings freely and spontaneously. This point is

illustrated by an old Zen story. A young novice became disen-

chanted with Zen when he heard that a revered master had

screamed in pain as he was being murdered by thieves. The young

man contemplated leaving Zen training, feeling that if the old mas-

ter screamed in the face of death, Zen itself must be a fraud. How-
ever, before he was able to leave, another teacher taught him

something of what Zen is all about and removed his misconcep-

tions.

“Fool!” exclaimed the teacher. “The object of Zen is not to kill

all feelings and become numb to pain and fear. 15 The object of

Zen is to free oneself to scream loudly and fully when it is time to

scream.” 16

Zen Master Soijen Shaku

Another story concerns a well-known Zen master of recent

times, Soyen Shaku (1859-1919), who was the abbot of a large Zen
monastery in Kamakura, Japan.

17
It was the abbot’s custom to take

a walk through the town early each morning with his attendant. On
one such occasion he heard wailing coming from a house. Going

inside to investigate, the abbot inquired, “Why is everyone cry-

ing?” He was told, “We are mourning the death of our child.” Im-

mediately the abbot took a seat among the family and began loudly

weeping and wailing with them. On the way back to the temple the

attendant asked the master, “Do you know those people?” “No,”

replied the abbot. “Then why did you cry with them?” “To share

their sorrow,” responded the abbot.

To many readers this story may seem bizarre. Yet a true Zen

master is nothing if not compassionate. To rejoice with those who
rejoice and to cry with those who sorrow would be most natural for

such a person even if the grieving family were total strangers to

him.

Zen Master Nan-chuan

A reaction to death with a twist involves Zen master Nan-chuan.

When he died, one of his senior disciples stood in front of the mas-
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ter’s coffin 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 unaffected. 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 affected 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, going

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

follows, 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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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 . .

.” 18

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 Tlmsness.

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 ifwe 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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put, all phenomena are transformations of True- or Essential-

nature. In other words, everything by its very nature is subject to

the process of infinite transformation—this is its True-nature .

19

Now, you may ask, what is True-nature grounded in? Shunyata , a

Sanskrit word that is usually translated as "the Void,” or "no-thing-

ness. This shunyata
,
though, is not mere emptiness or a negative

cipher. It is alive, dynamic, devoid of mass, beyond individuality or

personality—the womb of all phenomena.

This True-nature cannot be separated from our physical bodies.

An early sage sang:

The corpse is here,

Where is the man?
Truly, I know

The spirit is not in this bag of skin.

However, Ta-hui, a great Zen adept, refuted the heretical notion

that spirit exists apart from flesh:

This corpse as it is is the man [woman]

The spirit is the bag of skin.

The bag of skin is the spirit.

The implications of this latter are far-reaching. We cannot repudi-

ate the material world of form in favor of an opposing world of

spirit or soul—or vice versa—without setting up a duality that in-

herently does not exist. The basis of the material world is the spiri-

tual, and the world of form in turn influences and is inseparable

from the spiritual realm. Or to put it another way, since the spiri-

tual is the power or force that pervades and underlies everything

material, what happens in the physical world depends primarily on
spirit—that is, Mind.

In his book Modern Man in Search of a Soul, Carl Jung confirms

the identity of spirit and body:

But if we can reconcile ourselves with the mysterious

truth that spirit is the living body seen from within, and
the body the outer manifestation of the living spirit—the
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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.20

We see evidence of the role of the body in the attitude of those

American families who, in the Vietnam 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.
21 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 . .

.”22

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 oneself 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 .”23

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 .

24 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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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 experience 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 of 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 identifying alcohol, narcotics, and the frenzied pursuit of

pleasure in today’s society as so many efforts to dispel this fear, 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 .”25

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.’
2h As a way of life, Kallen’s philosophy is admirable. But

like Lepp, he doesn’t tell us how our puffed-up egos, the bar to the

cultivation of that joy, can be deflated.

Understandably, Lepp, as a psychotherapist, employs the meth-
ods ol 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 wLose 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-blown sense of I, is

not dealt with, such apprehensions, I 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—one that views reality from the false standpoint of self

and other instead of as a nondual whole—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.”27 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 .”28
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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.

Ego

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 ‘7 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 self-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 T”—

7

said . . .

,” ‘7 did . . .

,” ‘7 like . . .

,” ‘7 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 into 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 faculty7 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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sistent I-awareness and is the source of our value judgments, egois-

tic opinions, self-centeredness, and illusory notions, all of which
give rise to actions that accord with them. The eighth is the reposi-

tory, or storehouse, consciousness, where the seeds of all mental
activity and sense experiences are recorded moment after moment.
This consciousness, which persists even after death, retains vestiges

of awareness of previous existences and the seeds of new karmic
causes. Also to be found on this eighth level are certain memories
of the prebirth condition—feelings of floating or flying, of freedom,
of an oceanic oneness with all things. These sensations often occur
in dreams and are usually accompanied by a sense of tremendous
well-being. To those sensitively attuned to them, such vestigial

memories of the prebirth period can give a hint of the freedom of
the state we miscall death.

The ninth level is the pure, formless Self-consciousness—our
True-nature. It is related to the eighth level so intimately that there
is almost no difference between the two. It can be compared to a

limitless ocean, in which each individual life is a wave on the sur-

face. (See Diagram 1.)

one wave = one personality

absolute seed True-nature

consciousness (formless Self)

Diagram i: The Nine Levels of Consciousness
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present present present

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 .

29

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—lying 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 core, 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, I 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 suffering, 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 bv 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 off that circulation of compassion with the rest of life on

which man’s health depends absolutely, [and] the more pain is

bound to rise.”30

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 spacecraft, 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-I. Because the body still exists, however, the

pull toward the reinvigoration of an ego-I 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 different 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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A death-dealing blow to the I is at the same time a life-giving

action. In Zen this is called the Great Death and the Great Re-

newal. To die the Great Death is to transcend life and death and

achieve utter freedom. It makes the prospect of physical death sec-

ondary and unimportant. Zen master Bunan put it this way:

Die while alive

And be thoroughly dead.

Then do what you will,

All is good.

When a master was told by a prospective student, “I would like

to learn Zen from you,” the master asked, “Are you prepared to

die?” The student replied, “I came here to learn Zen, not to die.”

“If you can’t die you will never learn Zen,” responded the master.

The true spiritual heroes in all the religious traditions have been

those who did not hesitate to leap, hands high in the air, into the

abyss of fire confronting them, into the ever burning flames of their

own primordial nature .

31 With this leap of faith, all delusive feelings

and perceptions perish with the ego-root and one is reborn into a

luminous world of true freedom. Only such a revived one can sing:

He who dies

Before he dies

Does not die

When he dies .

32

Now, none of this is said with the puipose of romanticizing

death. The point is really to strip death of the tragic solemnity, the

denial and fear, with which we surround it so that when our time

to slip off comes, we won’t tremble with fear. Our stubborn denial

of death, as I said earlier, betrays a deep-seated fear of life. Life,

let me emphasize, is our main concern, not death. To the awak-

ened, our world is enchanting, filled with wonder and awe. It teems

with endless diversity. The marvels of nature are a delight to the

eye, the ear, the nose. Human and other creatures, plants, trees,

rivers, rocks, insects, anthills—all palpitate with life. Every single
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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

in a blooming universe .

33

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—how inspiring their lives and deaths! And how equally

inspiring the lives of innumerable ordinary men and women who
calmly 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.

34

Zen masters aside, not all ordinary people die in pain. But it is

possible to go with the flow even if 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.
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MEDITATIONS

ON OEATO

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 modem
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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present prospect of death, for one never knows when it may come

and take 11s. The denial of death, so common in our culture, inevita-

bly strengthens the fear of it and underscores what Socrates said

about the unexamined life not being worth living. Actually, ponder-

ing and meditating on death is part of the religious practices of

every major tradition. There are some orders of Christian monks

and nuns, for example, who live with their simple coffins always in

sight and who even turn a spadeful of earth daily from the place

that is to eventually serve as their grave. By contrast, some people

strongly feel that thinking about their demise will only hasten it—

a

not uncommon form of denial.

Those who are strongly repelled by the thought of confronting

their own demise even in a symbolic way—as well as those who

have suffered from mental illness, particularly depressive disorders,

and those who are psychologically fragile—are cautioned to avoid

the more intense type of death meditations described here. To un-

dertake them under these circumstances could result in an increase

in fear and anxiety rather than a lessening of them. Children, too,

should not attempt these exercises.

In his book Inventing the American Way of Death, the historian

James Farrell (1830-1920) makes a vital point about the denial of

death in American society:

Keeping death out of mind cuts people off from ail

important fact of their physical, mental, and spiritual ex-

istence. If knowing that we will die is part of what makes

us human, then forgetting that we will die threatens our

humanity. In the same way, the denial of death in Ameri-

can society also cuts people off from our common hu-

manity, keeping them at such a distance from the deaths

of others that they cannot grieve or mourn except in the

culturally prescribed “way" . . ,

35

Plato in his Phaidon insists that “they are the true votaries of

knowledge who practice nothing else but how to die or to meet

death.”36 Masao Abe elaborates on this: “For Plato ... to philoso-

phize is nothing other than precisely to practice dying while living.
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It is to live through dying, to practice dying while living. Herein is

the way of the philosopher for Plato—the way in which death is

overcome.
”37

The Buddha was equally emphatic about the value of such medi-

tation: “Of all footprints, that of the elephant is supreme. Similarly,

ol 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.”38

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 ofthe Dead, and the medieval text The

Art ofDying 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 I 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.D.), 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

5. death as lying near at hand

6. 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

8. death as a constant phenomenon, occurring at every

moment.39

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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escape death, but intellectual recognition is one thing, experiential

awareness another. This is the great value of symbolically confront-

ing death through these meditations.

Meditation on the Inevitability of Death

The third point concerns death as the end for everyone. In this

practice one is instructed to reflect on the deaths of about seven

accomplished individuals who have had worldly success, fame, and
power and yet could 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 clay

Might stop a hole to keep the wind away.

One can reflect, “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 struck him down and returned

him to dust. How can / 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 can reflect on the violent deaths of tyrants such as

Hitler and Mussolini. Both dictators 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 car, a bus, a plane, or

a train. It is helpful to memorize them or to write them on a small

card to keep for reference. 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 reflecting 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—of 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 for 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 .

40 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 meaningful 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 II, 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 I 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 . .

.”41

Let us now focus on the meditation itself. Masters of old advise,

"Stick the word death on your forehead 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 Koan

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

quietude, 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
I?”]

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 yon stand is the Diamond inde-

structible, and where you have become a divine immor-

tal, imaging and undying. The word death is the vital

essential that you must first determine for yourself.

42

Meditation on the Transitory Natu re 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 life of 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 Jose 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, Jose’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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few days, the loved one who is gone. As Antonio Rodriguez has

written, “So great is the faith of the Indian in this magical rite that

he does not have to see the absent loved one on that day ofcommu-
nion between two forms of life that are so disparate in order to feel

his presence. The father, mother, child, brother or sister is there in

spirit, almost physically, and it is they who are being celebrated .”43

Death is teased and made to dance and merrily cavort in these

calaveras. The Grim Reaper is unmasked and revealed to be a jolly

fellow underneath his macabre exterior. Death is thus seen for

what it is, a temporary point between what has been and what will

be, and not as the black hole of oblivion. As an old Mexican refrain

sings:

Get used to dying

before death arrives,

for the dead can only live

and the living can only die .

44

Mexicans from all walks of life participate in Day of the Dead
festivities to one degree or another, but in certain small towns and
villages, the celebrations seem to be more widespread. It must not

be supposed that Mexicans are enamored of death, or view with

joy, for example, the demise of a loved one, simply because they

surround themselves during these days with the symbols of death

in their dance, costumes, music, and folk art. Quite the contrary..

Death is given its due—as in other countries, the death of a loved

one is a sad, tearful event—but death is not denied or glossed over

or hidden away. In fact, the very presence of such elaborate festivi-

ties proclaims that the living still love the ever-present dead.

Other cultures have similar celebrations, though perhaps not so

vivid as the Mexican. In Japan, for example, on the Buddhist holi-

day of O-bon, when the spirits of the dead are said to return to

their ancestral homes, similar scenes take place, usually in the vil-

lages. In Europe in the medieval period the Dance of Death served

the same function, and perhaps still does in certain countries. But

in the United States and Canada, Halloween, a children’s festival

peopled by goblins and ghosts and shorn of all religious signifi-
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cance, has largely supplanted All Souls’ Day, the Christian equiva-

lent of the Day of the Dead. Many churches, however, still perform

services and prayers for the dead, and many people place com-

memorative messages and verses in the newspapers.

Matters of Worldly Anxieties

Lastly, this advice from a Zen master is worth heeding:

Matters of worldly anxieties are like the links of a chain

joined together continuously without a break ... If you

don’t exert yourself to struggle with them, then as time

goes on, with you unknowing and unawares, they will

have entered deeply into you. Finally, on the last day of

your life, you won’t be able to do anything about them.

If you want to avoid going wrong when you face the

end of your life, from now on whenever you do anything,

don’t let yourself slip. If you go wrong in your present

doings, it will be impossible not to go wrong when you

are facing death .

45
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FACING DEATH

Death never takes the wise man
by surprise.

He is always ready to go.

John de la Fontaine

M
ost of the following accounts sum up the lives and deaths

of people in history who have faced death with lofty serenity.

These people include the Greek philosopher Socrates, a monk of

old, the Indian sage Ramana Maharshi, and the Buddha himself.

Also included are two contemporary people who died of cancer

—

one unperturbed, the other terror-stricken. Except for this last ac-

count, all these passings exemplify a theme of this book: that a

calm, accepting death, so desirable and yet so rare, is the outcome
of a life artfully lived

—
“the actualization of the fierce energies of

the life processes,” a life characterized by enlightened awareness

and a resolute acceptance of death whether as a natural process or

as an event imposed from the outside.

Notwithstanding, we know that in every culture and civilization

throughout history, ordinary, heroic individuals, many of whom
lacked a spiritual orientation—a practiced belief in either God,
karma, rebirth, or the life of the spirit—have faced their own death

without a qualm. A number have bravely died as martyrs, con-

demned to death for their convictions, for their actions in defend-

ing religious, political, or social freedoms in the face of brutal
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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 l go

into my last battle, how happy am I to be able to sacrifice myself

until my seventh lifetime46 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 (47o?-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 .

47 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 many
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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turned the tables on his accusers and, without attacking them, put

all Athens on trial. He was convicted by a narrow margin and asked

to name an alternate penalty—exile might have been a possibility.

Instead, he suggested that he ought to be supported by the state in

return for his services. The judges, used to more humble supplica-

tion, angrily sentenced Socrates to death by an even greater

margin.

During the time between the sentencing and the execution,

Crito, who was one of Socrates' oldest friends, urged Socrates to

escape and provided the means to do so. Socrates refused, saying

that, among other reasons, while the decision was wrong, the court

was a duly constituted one and should be obeyed. In this, as at the

trial, he showed himself to be a true citizen, more upright and

discerning than his accusers, the court, or his friends. The trial, the

prison scene with Crito, and the manner of Socrates’ death

—

quoted later from Plato’s Phaedo—have stirred the hearts and

minds of people for twenty-four centuries with their dignity, calm,

and clarity of insight.

How could Socrates face death so courageously? The simplest

answer is that he was used to dying. He had died to his personal

interests in battle, as he states in the Apology; he had died in his

“rapts,” when he would forget his body in contemplation; he had

died to pleasure often in his search for wisdom, a search conducted

in poverty and simplicity; and he had died emotionally and intellec-

tually to his old self many times in his process of spiritual growth,

both in discourse and in silence. In a very real sense, then, he was

in the habit of dying every day, and the manner of his death was

the proof of his sincerity in all that had come before. In the Phaedo

Socrates is quoted as saying, “Then in fact, Simmias, those who

rightly love wisdom are practicing dying, and death to them is the

least terrible thing in the world.''

Obviously, then, Socrates felt in his bones that death was no pun-

ishment or evil. A good man can never be harmed by a bad, he

said; virtue transcended temporal power completely. After death,

Socrates believed, life continues; the true judgment then occurs,

with judges unblinded by any mortal veils and thus able to appre-

hend, penetrate, and intimately know the soul of the newly dead.
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The reward of the truly virtuous and undistracted votary of wisdom
is to go where he can converse with and test the gods and the

ancient heroes and worthies. This was Socrates’ unshaken faith.

At the same time, reason told him that death was an unknown,

and since unknown, a possible good. To debase himself prior to

death was a known evil, one that could impair his spiritual progress

after death. He saw no reason to desire a known evil, possibly a

great one, instead of a possible good. For other men, this kind of

thinking does not penetrate very deeply into the mind and heart.

For Socrates, his intellect, emotions, and spiritual life were all of a

piece; he had trained himself to live by the highest lights he was

aware of, and thus he narrowed the gap between knowing, doing,

and being.

While Socrates was unable to turn the tide of Athenian decline,

his words and actions have been of immense influence in forming

what is valuable in Western civilization. And in this sense Socrates

still lives today. He is always waiting to test us, and his trial is going

on right now, as all of us choose between the good, as much as we
may know it, and the expedient—between the genuine search for

value and the hollow conventionalities that are all around us.

Plato’s Account of the Last Hours of Socrates

Crito made a sign to the servant, who was standing by; he went
out and returned with the jailer, who was carrying the cup of poi-

son. Socrates said, “You, my good friend, who are experienced in

these matters, shall give me directions how I am to proceed.”

The jailer answered, “You have only to walk about until your legs

are heavy, and then to lie down, and the poison will act.” At the

same time he handed the cup to Socrates, who in the easiest and
gentlest manner, without the least fear or change of color or fea-

ture, looking directly at the jailer, took the cup and said: “What do
you say about making a libation out of this cup to any god? May I

or not?”

The man answered, “We only prepare, Socrates, just so much as

we deem enough.”
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“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 I [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. “I 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, I 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

beautiful 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 I

in France as an ambulance driver and was decorated bv 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 for.”

Upon his wife’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 eke 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 1 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

chauffeur 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—belied 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

o 51 o



DEATH

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 yon 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, lie had insisted that everything boils down to one word—love.

“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.

“I 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 tiling.
”

“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 Pliyfe 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 life 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 calm and unconscious. He died

curled up in the fetal position.

He was loved by many.

Leah (i933“ 8 7)

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. tier

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 talking.

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. I 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 I 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

° 55 o



DEATH

to God, and to us she begged, “Help me! Help me! I want to get

back to the peace I was feeling!” 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! Feur!” (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
life. 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. Gail, 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 painful to let

go if 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. It 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 elements48 essentially have no master.

The five skandhas49 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 . .

.”50

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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lungs, but he refused it. "It is not necessary, everything

will come right within two days,” [insisted the Maharshi,

who was dying of cancer.] . . .

At about sunset Sri Bhagavan told his attendants to sit

him up. They knew already that every movement, everv

touch, was painful, but he told them not to worry about

that. He sat with one of the attendants supporting his

head. A doctor began to give him oxygen, but with a wave

of his right hand he motioned him away . . .

Unexpectedly a group of devotees sitting on the ve-

randa outside the hall began singing “Arunachala-Siva .”51

On hearing it, Sri Bhagavan s eyes opened and shone. He
gave a brief smile of indescribable tenderness. From the

outer edges of his eyes tears of bliss rolled down. One
more deep breath, and no more. There was no struggle,

no spasm, no other sign of death: only that the next

breath did not come .

52

Gautama the Buddha (563-483 b.c.)

Lastly, as an example of a quintessential approach to death

among the masters, let us now consider the parinirvana of Gau-

tama the Buddha. The Sanskrit word nirvana literally means ex-

tinction: the unconditioned state beyond birth and death that is

reached after all ignorance and craving have been extinguished and

all karma, which is the cause of rebirth, has been dissolved. The
term parinirvana, used only in reference to the Buddha, means
complete extinction, the state of perfect freedom from bondage

reached by Gautama Buddha at the time of his utter passing away.

To set the stage for the final act of the drama of Gautama’s

earthly life, let 11s trace the significant events of his final days. A
good starting point is his last preaching tour. Tradition tells us that

when he came to the town of Pava, in northern India, he halted at

the mango grove of Chunda, a pious follower and worker in metal,

who invited the Master and his monks to dine at his house the

following day. The meal consisted of sweet rice, cake, and mush-

rooms. Stricken with grievous pains as a result of eating the mush-
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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 Tathagata53

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 11s 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
,

54 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 I

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-

fering—is this the time for you to grieve? . . ,

55

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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You have to learn to do everything, even

to die.

GERTRUDE STEIN

Learn to die and thou shalt live,

for there shall none learn to live

that hath not learned to die.

THE BOOK OF THE CRAFT OF DYING

Since dying has become fashionable, no one’s

life is safe anymore.

JEWISH PROVERB
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THE HYING PEIISIIN

AND HEATH

The Process of Dying

I

N a box in a corner, a very dark comer of the mind of each of

us, is a voice. The voice says, “I 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 .

1

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 identify 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, leam how to merge with

dying, so that you “disappear,” transcending body and mind. Rid

yourself 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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Didn’t part of you die with him or her? There are so many little

dyings every day, aren’t there? These daily dyings are the price we

pay for a commitment to any relationship.

Disruptions of human relationships occur regularly throughout

life. They include loss of parents, death of a mate, divorce, death

of family members, death of close friends. Because we attach our-

selves to forms, letting go is not easy. The more we cling to people

and things, the more we experience pain at our loss of them. We
meet change with resistance and fear and therefore try to avoid it.

Change produces the greatest stress for most people. The standard

rating scale for stress shows that virtually all major stress grows

out of recent transitions, such as sickness, moving from one city to

another, divorce, change of job, change in health, change in eco-

nomic status. But at the top of the list is death. Death alone is the

only change over which we have no control. All seasons of life

—

infancy, adolescence, middle age, old age—inevitably involve

human loss. But these "deaths” are also precursors to a new life,

for ifwe merge with the sorrow—not standing outside it—suddenly

the pain, the suffering, disappears; and it is followed by a height-

ened awareness, a liberating joy. From such dyings emerges the

unshakable knowledge that loss and gain, good and bad, cannot

reach our innermost being. These daily deaths, then, are resurrec-

tions. No one need wonder what it means to die, for everyone at

one time or another has had intimations of his or her own mortality.

But because the picture of death painted by our culture is tinted in

such gloomy colors, we shrink from it, often in terror, and pretend

it can’t happen to us. As Robert Samuelson wittily observed, "We
Americans are great optimists. No one has yet devised a preventive

for death, but we keep looking.”

To be reborn hourly and daily in this life, we need to die—to give

of ourselves wholly to the demands of the moment, so that we utterly

"disappear.” Thoughts of past, present, or future, of life and death,

of this world and the next, are transcended in the superabundance

of the now. Time and timelessness coalesce: this is the moment of

eternity. Tims our every act is a matter either of giving life or taking

it away. If we perform each act with total absorption, we give life to

our life. If we do things half-heartedly, we kill that life.
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Jacques Lusseyran, a blind French Resistance leader who sur-

vived a Nazi deatli camp, pinpoints how to achieve such a transcen-

dent relation to life and death:

Memories are too tender, too dose 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, mouthful 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 .

3

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 .

4 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.

5

We are not, of course, speaking here of those who 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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In order to have a peaceful death you have to start now. The first

step is to begin a spiritual practice. Beware of substituting reading

for actual practice, for it is easy to be enticed away from practice

by the sirens of literature, psychology, philosophy, and the like. The

reading of certain books can provide a compass and a map, but

they are no substitute for personal experience. The good book, to

paraphrase Emerson, is the one that gets you onto the meditation

mat (or chair).

Painful memories, bothersome feelings, and other “incomplete

business” once lodged in your unconscious will surface to con-

sciousness as your mind becomes quieted and deeper levels are

attained. As you continue to meditate regularly and are aware and

alert in your daily doings, the disruptive elements in your life will

lose their hold over you and eventually disappear. Too, you will

experience greater clarity in your life as a whole, and this will re-

flect itself in peace and tranquillity when your dying hour is at

hand. In this connection a middle-aged woman wrote me, “If on

my deathbed I can look at my life knowing I struggled with my
[spiritual] practice but had not reached full awakening, I would still

have more peace of mind than if I never tried anything at all.”

We Die as We Have Lived

For the way we die reflects the way we have lived. A good* death

puts the stamp on a good life. “Just as a well spent day brings happy

sleep, so a life well used brings happy death .”6 But if we have lived

a life of emotional turmoil and conflict, or a selfish and inane exis-

tence, our dying will be troubled and painful. Instead of seeking

ways to prolong our lives through medical technology, we would

better serve ourselves and society by dedicating ourselves to im-

proving the spiritual and moral quality of what life we have.

The mental agony of facing death for one who has lived a trou-

bled and alienated life is vividly portrayed by Tolstoy in his moving

story “The Death of Ivan Ilyich.” In the story, Tolstoy describes

the unbearable spiritual suffering of the dying Ilyich, who in a mo-

ment of truth understands that in itself death is not frightening.

Rather, what evokes the greatest pain is the type of life he has
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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 camps 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.”7

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? Ghiefly 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 I 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 life. 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 . . .

8

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 formed 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 affirmed 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 mysterious law, eluding understanding, preserved

both . . . Life experience has revealed to us that deep in

the human soul is an unfamiliar force which is stronger

than all the external forces of enslavement and death . . .

9

Should One Struggle Against Death?

Now, a question that frequently comes up for one struggling

with a terminal illness is, “Should I 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 are filled with con-

flicting thoughts and emotions. On the one hand, there are feelings

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.

Dying 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 awareness.

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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and confidence of being within the white rays of spiritual aware-

ness, it is essential to begin readying yourself now. Familiarize

yourself with the profundities of the scriptures.” Few in our cul-

ture, though, whether priests or scientists, seem willing to believe

that dying well can be an achievement. Many magazine articles and

books tell us how to live, but few tell us how to die. Most focus on

the loss, the tragedy, the pain.

To die artfully is to die thinking of nothing, wishing for nothing,

wanting to understand nothing, clinging to nothing—just fading

away like clouds in the sky. That is the acme of artful dying; such an

accomplishment, though, presupposes considerable spiritual insight.

To be able to die thinking of nothing implies that, through medita-

tion and other spiritual practices, you have gained control over your

wayward thoughts and a high degree of mastery over your emotions.

To die wishing for nothing assumes you have realized that funda-

mentally you are whole and complete and therefore lack nothing. To

die wanting to understand nothing means you have perceived that

all things, including your thoughts, feelings, and perceptions, are im-

permanent, arising when certain causes and conditions bring them

into being and passing away with the emergence of new causal fac-

tors. To die clinging to nothing means you have realized that nothing

is really ours, neither body nor mind nor life itself—and that there-

fore death is a letting go of that which we never really owned in

the first place. As he lay dying, the mystical philosopher Plotinus

(a.d. 205?-27o) spoke cryptically of the “that”:

I am making my last effort to return

that which is divine in me
to that which is divine in the universe.

Two Different Ways of Dying

Let me tell you about two people with whom I was acquainted

who died in totally different ways; you may draw your own conclu-

sions as to their relative merits.

Peter (not his real name) was a man in his late thirties with a

lovely wife and two young children. He led an active life, traveled

extensively, engaged in many sports, and had friends in all walks of
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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. lie 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, neidier 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.” 10

But Peter wouldn’t give up. “If I can get six months more

through these drugs,” he insisted, “I’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 I knew. I

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 effect 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 .

11

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 afraid of death? I have met death

already in a car accident in which I came close to being killed, and
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I lost my fear of death with that experience. I know that in helping

other people I 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 Healing12 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 herselffrom 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 1 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 ofus 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 wonderful. 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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THE DILEMMA

OF PAIN

Oh, it is real. It is the only real thing.

Pain. So let us name the truth, like men.

We are horn tojoy thatjoy may become pain.

We are bom to hope that hope may become pain.

We are bom to love that love may become pain.

We are bom to pain that pain may become rmire

Pain, andfrom that inexhaustible superflux

We may give others pain as our prime definition.

Robert Penn Warren

N
o discussion of dying would be complete without talking

about the dilemma of pain. We will consider two manifestations

of pain: first, the pain inherent in the life process—in birth,

“minor” sickness, old age, death, and other incidents of life; and

second, pain arising from an injury, a serious sickness, or a life-

threatening illness—cancer, let us say. In the course of this discus-

sion we will also consider pain and suffering not as an abstract fact

but as the teacher of life. Thus, we will discuss how we can learn

from pain as well as how we can bring it to an end, or at least

minimize it.

Eiere I am using the terms “pain” and “suffering” interchange-

ably, though, strictly speaking, they are not quite the same; suffer-
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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

greater 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
,

13 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 14 of attachment are

suffering .

15

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

life-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 .” 16 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 Nothing .

17 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. Awakening18
is the highest happiness .

19

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 Suffering 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 ].”20

The term Buddha used to describe the origin of life’s pain or

dislocation was tanka
, 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 sufferings and rebirths is—if we

are 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 self

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; if we withdraw from the realm 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 .

21

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.”
22

This truth logically follows from the second one. If the cause of

life’s pain is exalting the ego- 1 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 shift 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.”23

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. 24 As Buddha tells us, “Happiness he who seeks

may win if 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 your 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, simplify, simplify!” 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 .

25

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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of everything. Because one cannot progress on the road to enlight-

enment unless his mind is free of the inner disturbance which

thoughtless and wanton behavior produces, a lifestyle based on

decent behavior is the foundation of spiritual realization.

Degrees ofAwakening

There are, of course, degrees of awakening. One may perceive

dimly or may see with great clarity; the gradations are many and

subtle. When we truly perceive that the Essential-nature of the

phenomenal world is void of any enduring substance, we cease

clinging to that world, for it becomes clear that it is illusory—as

illusory as the antics of puppets on a stage. And death, too, is seen

as having no more substantiality than the movements of these

puppets.

Buddha’s awakening was so profound that people often asked

him “Who are you?’’ implying “To what order of being do you

belong?”

“Are you a god?” they asked.

“No.”

“An angel?”

“No.”

“A saint?”

“Then what are you?”

“I am awake,” answered the Buddha, and that in fact is the

meaning of the word buddha (from the Sanskrit root buclh, mean-

ing “to wake up, “to know”).

The following example conveys to some extent the mind state

that awakening evokes. Take a person blind from birth who gradu-

ally begins to recover his sight. At first he can see very vaguely and

darkly and only objects close to him. As his sight improves, he is

able to distinguish things at a yard or so, then at ten yards, then at

a hundred yards, then even a thousand yards. At each of these

stages the phenomenal world he has been seeing is the same, but

the differences in the clarity and accuracy of his views of that world

are as great as the difference between cheese and chalk. The world
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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 see 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.

Physical 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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Noneaneer pathology

Cancer

Somatic Source

Loss of social position —
Loss ofjob prestige and income —

Loss of role in family — Depression

Chronic fatigue and insomnia —
Sense of helplessness —

Disfigurement —

Fear of hospital or nursing home

Worry about family

Fear of death

Spiritual unrest

t

Anxiety

Anger

— Bureaucratic bungling

— Friends who do not visit

— Delays in diagnosis

— Unavailable doctors

— Irritability

— Therapeutic failure

Fear of pain

Family finances

Loss of dignity and bodily control

Uncertainty about future

Diagram 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 ol 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 .”27

Pain Control

The value of pain control in raising the consciousness of the

dying patient and making him or her comfortable is emphasized in

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.

28
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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 “Owwwwwwwwwwww!

”

But if 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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A very effective practice for attaining samadhi is meditation on

a fundamental problem that grips one, such as “Where did I come

from when I was born, and where will I go when I die?” or “The

great spiritual masters say that each of us, that all existence, is in-

herently flawless. Why, then, am I in pain now, and why is there so

much pain and suffering in the world?” To resolve the contradic-

tion between the truth of the statement of the masters and what

appears to our senses to be just the opposite, one must struggle

with this spiritual problem. And of course there must also be pres-

ent the conviction that one can find answers.

Meditation to relieve pain can be carried on whether one is bed-

ridden or not, but if one is not forced to lie in bed, sitting upright

is the most effective way to meditate.
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SUICIDE AND

EUTHANASIA

S
uicide and euthanasia are the biting sides of death and

dying. The former, it seems, has become more prevalent, espe-

cially among teenagers and the elderly; the latter has become more
and more a topic of serious inquiry as technical advances allow

people who once would have died to remain "alive in conditions

where they are hardly living. The newspapers and newsmagazines

are full of stories of elderly people who—finding themselves with

painful terminal illness, frightened of the specter of being com-
pletely incapacitated and having to be cared for by others, or just

plain fed up with trying to live a restricted life in a deteriorating

body with a fading mind—decide to “leave it all behind,” some-

times with the help of friends.

Those of you who followed the Vietnam War are no doubt aware

of another kind of suicide: that of monks and nuns immolating

themselves. They did this in an attempt to halt the terrible killing

and destruction in Vietnam by bringing it to world attention. For

these monks and nuns it was an attempt to trade one life for many.

There are other contemporary stories of people sacrificing them-

selves for the sake of others.
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Suicide

What we call suicide is defined as “the intentional taking of one’s

own life; to kill (oneself).’’29 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 .

”

30 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 .

31

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 .”32 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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letting go. There was no self-pity, no family to leave behind in

shock, just an acknowledgment that his usefulness had ended and

that it was time to move on.

A doctor friend of mine who works in cancer wards told me,

“You know, when I make my rounds in the hospital, chronically ill,

elderly patients will often say to me, ‘Doctor, please give me some-

thing to end this misery!’ and I tell them, T don’t have to give you

anything; all you need do is stop eating.’ But you know, I’ve never

known one who did.” When I asked him why they didn’t, he said,

“What these patients really wanted was someone to give them an

easy way out—to take the responsibility for their own living and

dying off themselves and put it on the physician.”

Ordinary people want to die because they are suffering great

mental or physical pain and don’t want to endure it anymore. That

is understandable—nobody wants to needlessly bear great pain.

Such pain is terribly debilitating. On the other hand, according to

experts on physical pain, no one need be in great pain these days

from, say, a terminal illness, because of the advances in diagnosis

and techniques for controlling pain.

Too, pain and suffering have the potential for bringing about

significant spiritual change in a person. Not only this, but the man-

ner in which pain is endured can have a great moral effect upon

those privileged to be attending such a person. There are many
stories of people who are physically handicapped to an extreme by

illness or accident, yet have a positive and practical outlook on life

and do not consider killing themselves an option. Magdalena Cin-

tron, age sixty-nine, has a reputation as a cheerful, kind, and giving

person despite being in constant pain as a result of paralysis. She

has lived in a room in a hospital in Rochester, New York, for four

years:

She cannot leave, even to attend religious services in

the hospital chapel, because she’s connected by a hose to

a respirator, a machine that breathes for her, pumping in

measured amounts of air every minute of every day.

She is also almost completely paralyzed, only able to
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shrug her shoulders a bit and slightly shift her legs. She

must be fed, bathed, turned, lifted and dressed by nurses

and therapists, carefully, so her breathing tube isn’t dis-

connected. Her hands and feet are bundled in gauze, to

prevent sores or bruises as she is moved.

And yet when questioned, Magdalena Cintron says she

has never thought of asking that her machine be shut off.

'No! Because then I couldn’t breathe,” she explains,

looking slightly surprised at the question. “I am used to

it, in a way,” she adds, her voice hoarse and barely audi-

ble, an effect of being on the respirator .

33

If an individual wants to take his life for purely unselfish rea-

sons—that is, he doesn’t want to impose an intolerable financial

and emotional burden on his family and friends because of his irre-

versible illness—certainly the karmic consequences of putting an

end to his life would be diminished. (See “Karma” section.)

Suicide and Religious Belief

Over the centuries various religious faiths have taken every con-

ceivable view of suicide, from recommending it to resolutely and

uncompromisingly opposing it. There have been civilizations where

the suicide of a wife or servant following the death of a husband or

master was expected—as in the Hindu concept of sati, where the

wife throws herself upon her deceased husband’s funeral pyre. St.

Augustine, it is reported, felt that suicide for whatever reason is a

crime because “suicide is an act which precludes the possibility of

repentance, and ... it is a form of homicide, and therefore a viola-

tion of the sixth commandment [“Thou shalt not kill”], not justified

by any of the exceptions, general or special to that command-
ment .”34 Orthodox Protestantism has been just as forceful: “In-

deed, its rejection of the doctrine of purgatory makes it still more
uncompromising in condemnation of suicide and less hopeful with

regard to the future destiny of suicides .”35 Judaism too has repudi-

ated self-destruction in no uncertain terms.

Buddhism is emphatic in its opposition to suicide, chiefly be-
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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 .” 36

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 of his good

deeds. (See “Karma” section.)

“The strong Buddhist objection 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 .”37

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 .”38 Increasingly it is being used as a synonym for “mercy

killing.” It can involve an action that will end life—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 bom 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.

”39
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.’
”40

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 I 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 .”41

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 .

42

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

... if 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 if 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 . . .

43

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 ."44

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 symp-

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 .”45 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

euthanasia 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 .

46 (emphasis added)
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TO THE TERMINALLY ILL

When a man lies dying

he does not diefrom the disease alone.

He diesfrom his whole life.

Charles Peguy

D
uring a life-threatening illness it is vital that you main-

tain warm and intimate relations with friends and family mem-
bers. At the very least, you need a trusted friend in whom you can

confide your fears and hopes. Such warm and abiding relationships

help stave off the sense of isolation that is strongly felt at this time

and help establish an appropriate atmosphere whether you are at

home, in a hospital, or in a nursing home.

The Value of Repentance

Through repentance you can empty your mind of guilt feelings,

which often come up with great force at this time, ease your wor-

ries and fears, and find peace of mind. Try repeating the following

verse:

All evil actions committed by me
since time immemorial,

stemming from greed, anger, and ignorance,

arising from body, speech, and mind,

I now repent having committed .

47
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Repentance is 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 eliminate 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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The Mind at the Moment of Death

Your mind state at the time you draw your last breath is crucial, for

upon this hinges the subsequent direction and embodiment of the life

force. Only with a disciplined and spiritually prepared mind can you

hope to resist the pull of old patterns of craving and clinging as your

final energies are slipping away. The impulses of thought, feeling, and

perception all gather together in this last breath with great potency and

can thwart the attainment of a higher level of consciousness and even

enlightenment itself. (See “Karma" and “Rebirth" sections.)

Verses on the Faith Mind

To prepare yourself for the culminating moment, you would do

well to read, or have read to you, a sacred text or favorite prayer.

Among spiritual literature, the Verses on the Faith Mind48 has been

handed down as one of the most efficacious texts for the liberation

of mind from painful bondage to birth and death. It contains the

wisdom taught by all fully enlightened ones. The following is the

substance of these verses:

The Way is perfect like vast space,

where there’s no lack and no excess.

Awakening is to go beyond

both emptiness as well as form.

All changes in this empty world

seem real because of ignorance.

The Great Way is without limit,

beyond the easy and the hard.

Just let go now of clinging mind,

and all things are just as they are.

In essence nothing goes or stays.

To seek Great Mind with thinking mind
is certainly a grave mistake.

If mind does not discriminate,

all things are as they are, as One.
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When all is seen with “equal mind,”

to onr Self-nature we return.

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:

° 101 °



DYING

Our bodily senses fail us, yea mislead us, when we
seek to grasp the abiding realities of life and its

deeper meanings;

Teach us, O God, to trust the promptings of

our heart which strive to wrest from death

its prey.

Make keen that inner-sense, which reveals us to

ourselves,

To glimpse that in ourselves which is beyond

death’s reach.

Grant us the intuition to discern in the complexities

of our being that innermost self, of which the body

is only the instrument and outward symbol;

And the insight to realize that, as the melody

survives the lute and the meaning the written

symbol, so the soul survives the body.

49

The Twenty-third Psalm

The Lord is my shepherd,

I shall not want;

He maketh me to lie down in green pastures.

He leadeth me beside still waters,

He restoreth my soul.

He leadeth me in paths of righteousness

For his name’s sake.

Yea, though I walk through the valley

Of the shadow of death,

I shall fear no evil.

For thou art with me;

Thy rod and thy staff,

They comfort me.

Thou preparest a table before me
In the presence of mine enemies;

Thou anointest my head with oil.

My cup runneth over.

Surely goodness and mercy shall follow me
All the days of my life;
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And I shall dwell in the house of the Lord

Forever .

50

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

P

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 .”51

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 I 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 awful,” 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, yet 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 .

52

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.)

Breathing 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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exhalation. As you exhale, feel your agitated mind state and nega-

tive thoughts evaporating.

Visualization Exercises

Another useful exercise—and this can be done sitting up as well

as lying down—is to imagine an elixir slowly descending through
the throat, the lungs, the heart, and other vital parts of the body.

As it slides through each organ, feel that organ being relaxed,

cleansed, and rejuvenated. Simultaneously visualize yourself pleas-

antly warm and well.

As a further aid in calming your mind, try visualizing the serene

countenance of Christ or a saint or the Virgin Mary (if you are a

Christian); Buddha or a bodhisattva such as Kwan-yin (if you are a

Buddhist); Krishna (if you are a Hindu). Those who follow a reli-

gion that does not sanction visualization, or those who have no for-

mal religious affiliation, might find that a certain object, picture, or

piece of music instills calmness. Or perhaps a certain prayer.

Should feelings of anger or hatred toward any persons arise, men-
tally embrace that person and radiate thoughts of loving-kindness

toward him or her. This may be easier said than done, but if you
work at it conscientiously, what seems at first intolerable will gradu-
ally become easy.

These exercises are not just for the dying. Don’t wait until you
have a fatal illness to undertake them. Performed each day* for

about half an hour, they will do more than simply relax your body
or calm your mind; they will transform your whole personality,

making it easier for yon to live with yourself and others. (See also

Appendix E: “Meditation.”)

Embracing Your Death

Reflect on these words of a Zen master:

Your Mind-essence is not subject to birth or death. It

is neither being nor nothingness, neither emptiness nor
form and color. Nor is it something that feels pain or joy.
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However much you try to know [with your rational

mind] that which is now sick, you cannot. Yet if you think

of nothing, wish for nothing, want to understand nothing,

cling to nothing, and only ask yourself, “What is the true

substance ol the mind of this one who is now suffering?”

ending your days like clouds fading in the sky, you will

eventually be freed of your painful bondage to endless

change .

53

Imagine yourself, then, fading away, slowly, very slowly, until you

remember less and less. Now allow a peaceful, relaxed feeling to

take over—not in a hurry but slowly.
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FRIENDS DF THE HYING

Dying in the Hospital or at Home?

W hether the dying family member will end his days in a

hospital or at home is a question of prime importance for him

and his family. There are many considerations that should go into

such a decision. For example, the family may wish to keep the

dying person at home, but are they truly aware of what this entails

in their particular situation? Can they stand up to the strain of

continuing to work in their outside jobs while coping with, for ex-

ample, an elderly, incontinent, perhaps semiconscious parent who
must be moved about in the bed to prevent bedsores from forming,

must be slowly and patiently fed by hand, and must be frequently

cleaned up and changed?

Do not, though, refuse to keep a dying loved one at home be-

cause you re afraid you may not be up to it. Perhaps there is semi-

professional help available a few hours a day or a few days a week
that would lessen the strain, ease the workload, and allow the pa-

tient to be in a familiar environment with close and sympathetic

family members and friends around him. On the other hand, the

dying person may find it easier in a hospital with an understanding,

empathetic staff, or in a hospice program, where he could feel re-

lieved that they were not placing the burden of his care on the
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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 Carefor the Dying,

by Deborah Whiting Little
,

54 and readers are urged to avail them-

selves of it, as the subject is too complex 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 decision is made—and if the circumstances change, so might

the decision.

The Last Hours of the Dying

Especially in the dying person’s last hours, give him your warm

support, for they have a karmic bond with each 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 doctor or anyone else, let them do so. Do not

force them to discuss such practical 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 complete peace to concentrate their

dwindling energy for the passage through death, would be karmi-

cally harmful to all involved.

The ancients 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 existence to another—an occur-

rence which the ancients never doubted.

Remaining with the Dying Person

Be aware that those approaching death may reach a point where

they lose interest in their surroundings and withdraw from those

around them into a trancelike state, often seeing or hearing things

which others are not experiencing. 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 fact 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, you can be certain

that your caring presence is reassuring to the dying. 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 you do speak
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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 il 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 carry 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 composed and concentrated will help the dying

person continue with equanimity on their journey into the after-

death state. It can be both calming and otherwise helpful to the

dying patient for you to share with them the counting 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 counting. First, however, quietly suggest that they

concentrate on relaxing one part of their body at a time, such as

each arm, each foot, the neck, and so on, until their whole body

has been relaxed. Then begin quietly counting 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, synchronizing

your counting with their breathing. Breathe yourself in unison with

the counting and their breathing. After counting 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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the sacred texts (see “The Heart of Perfect Wisdom” and “Verses

on the Faith Mind”) or their favorite prayer. This will prevent their

mind from drifting aimlessly. Put your lips close to their ear and

utter each word distinctly. Keep in mind that the sense of hearing

is the last to go. Moreover, since even medical experts are in dis-

agreement over when death actually occurs, do not discontinue the

chanting the moment the person is declared dead, but persist for a

longer or shorter while, depending on the surrounding circum-

stances.
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CREMATION (III BURIAL?

Six Options for Taking Care of the Body

L
ong 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 ol 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.55

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 you 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.

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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?

you decide, it is wise to put your wishes in writing and make the

document readily accessible to those who will he 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 book56 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
20009.

Wakes and Vigils

There are, of course, different 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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wake, in which family and friends stay up all night reciting the

rosary.

Then there is the solitary vigil. A sensitive woman friend told

me that when her father, whom she hadn’t seen for some time

because she lived a continent away from him, died suddenly, she

had an overwhelming desire to be with him to express her hereto-

fore unstated love for him. So she hastened to the mortuary parlor

where his body lay (having first instructed the funeral director not

to embalm or cut the body in any way) and then, with an under-

standing woman friend, she stayed with her father all night. This is

what she reported: “My father had died the day before. Through-

out the night my friend and I both felt his strong presence. We
recited prayers together, chanted, and meditated. I had always

thought of my father as a vexed man, but now he looked so peaceful

and happy. For me it was truly a spiritual event. Never have 1 felt

closer to my father than that night.”

Another woman friend described what it was like to keep an all-

night vigil over the body of a close relative, accompanied by his

twelve-year-old son:

Charles had committed suicide. But this night as I

looked at him lying contentedlv in his coffin, the frustra-

tion, the hurt, the bitterness of his life had vanished and

he looked positively beatific. Even his son remarked on

how serene he looked. “I have never seen Daddy looking
*

so happy,” he said. “I know he is more peaceful now than

he ever was alive. I’m glad I came with you and I’m not

the least bit afraid or sad."

The Body’s Presence at the Funeral

A Unitarian minister who has conducted open-coffin funerals

takes a decidedly dim view of their value:

As far as I am concerned, a commercial funeral for

anyone is out; I will never do another. But a memorial

service is essential. A memorial service is for the people
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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 friends, 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 I have had to coax sobbing widows or parents or

children away from an open coffin, and for what?57

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 .

58

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 healthful mourning .”59

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 Body

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—his 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 .

60
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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 Ikkyu 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?

I 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. 61

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. 62

Increasingly in modern times, however, these religions are yield-
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ing to the wishes of their followers to dispose of their bodies

through cremation. The reasons advanced, besides lower cost, are

aesthetics and hygiene. Especially if the body has been deformed,

wasted by disease, or disfigured, many apparently feel that it is

more fitting to burn the body.

Among the Eastern religions, Buddhism and Hinduism both

sanction cremation. The Buddha himself was cremated. On the

whole, it has been the custom in Buddhist countries to cremate the

dead, although burial has also been practiced. Traditionally, Chi-

nese Buddhists have buried their dead; they may or may not still

do so.

With regard to Hinduism, cremation began in India as early as

the second millennium b.c. In the religion and philosophy of India

it is believed that fire resolves the body into its basic elements of

fire, water, earth, and air, while at the same time purifying the

spirit for its reincarnation .

63
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CHEATING THE FUNERAL SERVICE

I’ve a greatfancy to see my own funeral

afore 1 die.

Maria Edgeworth

I

n ancient cultures the funeral was considered a rite of pas-

sage of the utmost significance to the departed. Unfortunately,

this is not generally recognized nowadays. It is astonishing to read

books on death and dying by authors who profess to believe in the

continuity of life, who have much to say on how to allay grief, yet

who can offer no guidance whatever to the departed in the crucial

after-death state. The funeral ceremonies can, of course, do much
to aid the survivors in their new relationships to one another and
to the deceased growing out of his or her death; the needs to

mourn and to be comforted are essential. But the primary purpose

of funeral rites is, or should be, to help ease the deceased’s transi-

tion to the after-death state. (See “Rebirth” section for a descrip-

tion of the after-death state.)

Sadly, many in our culture shy away from ceremonies larded

with rituals. They react badly to what tliev sense is the hollowness

of so much religious ritual; most ritual, they complain, becomes an

end in itself. They feel, with Ambrose Bierce, that rites are “cere-

monies . . . with the essential oil of sincerity carefully squeezed out

of them.”64 But rites that have substance behind them—feeling and
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understanding—are enriching in that they provide a vivid, not eas-

ily forgotten medium for transmitting ancient truths and wisdom.

‘Religion originated in celebration and concern,” writes Huston

Smith,

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.65

11 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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Lyall Watson confirms the deep significance of funeral rites:

Implicit in every funeral practice is the assumption

that death is not the end, that it marks some kind of tran-

sition. In his investigation of the Malayan death system,

Robert Hertz shows how death is not regarded as an im-

mediate or final event, but as only one phase of a gradual

development. The Malays and many others recognize a

death process that begins early in life, and this belief is

reflected in the minds and actions of their communities.

The moment that we call death is for them no more than

an intermediary stage, a sign that the body should be

dealt with in some provisional way . . .

In our society the generally accepted opinion is that

death is instantaneous. The only reason for the delay of

two or three days between death and disposal is to allow

preparations to be made and to give time for friends and

relatives to gather. The fact that we are almost alone in

this view, and that few other cultures regard death in

such a precise way, cannot be accidental . . .

66

In certain religions—notably Buddhism—the primary purpose

of the funeral is not to pay one’s respects to the deceased or console

the family—although these have their place—but to awaken the

intermediate being to the true nature of life and death. (See.“Re-

birth” section.) Solemn funeral services have another vital purpose:

they make us think soberly about our own demise.

The Service

Although families with a religious affiliation may wish to have a

member of the clergy hold funeral services in a church or temple

or synagogue, an effective spiritual funeral or memorial service can

take place anywhere, with or without benefit of clergy. The funer-

als described later in this chapter, which were actually conducted

and can serve as models, do not depend on formal adherence to a

religious sect, and yet they can truly be called religious. At the same
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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 ol 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 even
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 .

67 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 cremains68 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-old69

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 I 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 feel 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-year-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 understanding,

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 flower.

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 the different kinds of the colors of

flowers, all the different kinds

of love shining forth.

Life unfolds from life and returns to life.

Such an immense universe! Oh many lives!

Flowers of gratitude, flowers of sorrow,

flowers of suffering, flowers of joy,

laughter’s flowers, anger’s flowers,

heaven’s flowers, hell’s flowers.

Each connected to the others

and each making the others grow.

When our real mind’s eye

opens this world of flowers,

all beings shine,

music echoes through mountains and oceans.

One’s world becomes the world of millions.

The individual becomes the human race.

All lives become the individual

—

billions of mirrors

all reflecting each other.

Marie, there is death and there is life,

there is no death and no life.

There is changing life, there is unchanging

life.

Flowers change color, moment by moment.

Such a vivid world! Such a bright you! . . .

Marie, you were born out of these flowers,

you gave birth to these flowers.

You have no beginning and no ending,

you are bottomless and limitless,

even as you are infinitesimal dust . . .

Marie, you are the flower.

You are love.

All beings shine out of their uniqueness,
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all melt into the oneness of colors.

Yon are one, yon 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. 70

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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When the grave was filled, Marie’s mother carefully tamped the

earth over it as though tucking her daughter in for a long sleep. As

a final gesture, she set in place a wooden cross made by her hus-

band. Once again the large gathering formed a circle, holding

hands, and they slowly circumambulated the grave, all the while

chanting "Om,”

From a financial standpoint, the cost of this funeral was minimal.

Apart from the price of the wood to make the small coffin, and

what I presume was a donation to the priest for the use of the

church and the privilege of burying Marie in the churchyard, the

parents had no other expenses connected with the funeral. More

important, this kind of funeral, of caring for one’s own dead with-

out a funeral director, helped Marie’s parents and friends say good-

bye in a healing way.

The Funeral of Lillian—An Eightij-four-ijear-old Writer

Unlike the first model service, which was unrehearsed and held

out of doors, this one was formal and in the sanctuary of The Zen

Center of Rochester, of which Lillian was a long-standing member.

This type of service can be done for anyone regardless of his or her

religious affiliation, or lack of it.

Lillian was a writer in her eighties and a well-known person in

the community in which she lived. In her will she had stipulated

that at her funeral we play the slow movement (the so-called Fu-

neral March) from Beethoven's Third Symphony, the Eroica.

Stately and somber, yet not without a sense of struggle and hope,

the music concludes on a note of serene acceptance—qualities that

mirror Lillian’s own strivings for Self-fulfillment.

As family members and friends entered the sanctuary, they were

greeted by the strains of this profound music, which set the tone

for what followed.

An altar stood at one end of the sanctuary. On this we had placed

a large photograph of Lillian, flowers, and her cremains, which had

been wrapped in a damask cloth. Since red was her favorite color

(she had once said it stood for life), the Bowers and the cloth were
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of this line. 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. 1 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 virtues 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 reality. 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 deepest 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 Wisdom 71

Form here72
is only emptiness,

emptiness only form.

Form is no other than emptiness,

emptiness no other than form.

Feeling, thought and choice

consciousness itself,

are the same as this.

Dharmas73 here are empty,

all are the primal void.
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None are born or die,

nor are they stained or pure,

nor do they wax or wane.

So in emptiness no form,

no feeling, thought, or choice,

nor is there consciousness.

No eye, ear, nose,

tongue, body, mind;

no color, sound, smell,

taste, touch, or what the mind

takes hold of,

nor even act of sensing.

No ignorance or end of it,

nor all that comes of ignorance;

no withering, no death,

no end of them.

Nor is there pain or cause of pain

or cease in pain or noble path

to lead from pain,

not even wisdom to attain,

attainment too is emptiness .

74

*

One of Lillian’s close friends now read a poem written on nature

and the cosmic rhythm. Upon the conclusion ol the poem, Lillian s

housekeeper and another friend described joyful moments with

Lillian and reminisced about their many years of friendship. The

funeral prayer and “The Flowers Poem were then read, this latter

being specifically directed toward her.

As the final ritual, each person present went up to the altar,

looked intently at the photograph of Lillian, took a pinch of pow-

dered incense from the box on the altar, and offered it on a burning

piece of charcoal in the incense pot, making a bow of farewell with

hands palm to palm.

This concluded the formal service. Everyone now retired to an-
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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 place in a funeral service. When it is

done with sincerity and zest, the sounds and rhythms of chanting

provide a way to circumvent the discriminating intellect 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-

vice—raising it up or bringing it down, or drawing it together when
it becomes scattered. The drummer need not be a professional, nor

the drum any special 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 quickly up to the

tempo that, once established, must be maintained until the end
of the chant. Should the drummer and the chanters not synchro-

nize, the chanting becomes disjointed and the vital energy flow

toward the deceased becomes disrupted.

Equally important is the spirit in which the chanting is done,

whether with sincerity and vigor or otherwise. Just as lackadaisical

drumming can diminish the force of the service, so halfhearted

chanting can lessen the impact of the funeral or memorial rites.

When the chanting is directed to the deceased, with everyone fo-

cusing on the photograph of the deceased, the chanting is espe-

cially effective.

Zen master Hakuun Yasutani points out in his book Eight Bases

of Belief in Buddhism 75 that a person in the after-death state does

have consciousness but not what we ordinarily think of as con-

sciousness 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 can “hear” The Heart of Perfect

Wisdom and the other elements of the funeral service, but in a way
that cannot be equated with ordinary hearing.

Physicists (such as David Bohm) have demonstrated that two
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subatomic particles, once they have interacted, can respond to each

other thousands of years later, and that particles and people alike

may influence each other, since everything in the universe is con-

nected. If you apply to chanting what these scientists are saying

about the responsive communion between matter and people, you

can begin to understand why it is that when you empty your mind

of random thoughts and focus all your attention and energy on the

chanting and on the person who has died, that consciousness can-

not but be influenced.

Some physicians feel that sick people who are prayed tor often

recover more quickly than those who are not the object of prayers.

In an article on religion and medicine in The Christian Science

Monitor a practicing surgeon comments:

The use of prayer in medicine is not a groundswell,

but there is a willingness to recognize nonscientific inter-

ventions. Physicians are no longer bothered about using

things whose mechanisms aren’t understood ... In my

years in medical practice there are many concrete exam-

ples where I would have to give prayer the credit for the

outcome, rather than my own intervention as a physi-

cian .

76

And since the dead are not really dead, who can say that chanting

and prayer at funeral and memorial services cannot help them as

well?

There’s another aspect to all this. Who are the people who come

to a funeral? The family and close friends of the departed, right?

Through a lifetime of contact and interaction between them, strong

karmic bonds have been forged. These bonds are not severed at

death.

In the deepest sense there is no one, nothing anywhere with

whom we do not have a karmic connection. When the contact was

recent (for example, this lifetime) and the bond strong (a relative

or close friend), the chanting and the words are greatly intensified.

I say “words,” but it is really what lies behind the words that has
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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 you
like—is still functional. So are the karmic impulses 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. Forgotten, yes, but

not lost.

So what of this young entity? When she dies she is no longer

young in the sense ol 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 even 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 funeral 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 serves 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 indivisibility7 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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KARMA

Shallow men believe in luck
,

believe in circumstance.

Strong men believe in cause and effect.

Ralph Waldo Emerson

Chance is a word void ofsense;

nothing can exist without a cause.

Voltaire
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UNDERSTANDING KARMA

Life's Seeming Injustice

E
ver 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 puqDose. 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.

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 .

1 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 .” 2

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 ol 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 previouslv

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 .”3

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 I 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 painful 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.”4

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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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 ol 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 .”5 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 . . .

6
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Karma Is Not Fate

The Buddha said, “If it be true that a man must reap according

to his deeds, in that case there is no religious life, nor is any oppor-

tunity afforded for the complete extinction of suffering. But if the

reward a man reaps accords with his deeds, in that case there is a

religious life and opportunity is afforded for the complete extinc-

tion of suffering . .

.” 7

This passage refutes the erroneous view that all physical circum-

stances and mental attitudes spring solely from past causes. Fur-

thermore:

If the present life is totally or wholly controlled by our

past actions, then karma amounts to fatalism or predesti-

nation. If this were true, free will would be an absurdity.

Life would be purely mechanical, not much different

from a machine. Whether we are created by Almighty

God, who controls our destinies and foreordains our fu-

ture, or are produced by irresistible past karma that com-

pletely determines our fate and controls our life force

independent of any free actions on our part, is essentially

the same. Such a fatalistic doctrine is not the Buddhist

law of karma .

8

*

The doctrine of karma, then, repudiates any notion of fate or

fixed destiny, since circumstances and our response to them are

constantly changing. Karma can be made to sound like fatalism only

if one believes that the relation between cause and effect is rigid.

Cause and effect, however, are dynamic, the effect always changing

according to the circumstances, which are themselves both effects

of past causes of current and future effects. Past karma has to be

expiated, but through our present actions we have the possibility of

changing the future direction of our lives. (Even to speak of past

and future may be an oversimplification, but it is a necessary con-

cession to our ordinary way of thinking and perceiving.) Fatalism,

with the implication that we struggle in vain against a preordained

destiny set by higher authority, is a misconception of the law of
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causation. II my life is already predetermined, why should I 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

Can “Bad” Karma Be Prevented?

A
lthough effects result from causes, we still have the

power to influence the ultimate outcome, because running

through the chain of causation is our free will. A bad effect, for

example, may be turned to a good end depending upon our atti-

tude. Suppose one is sentenced to prison. This is the effect of a

previous action. How the individual chooses to deal with the situa-

tion, however, is to a large extent up to him. He may have a change

of heart and become law-abiding or, as an old offender, tell himself

to be more careful and not get caught the next time. He may make

prison his spiritual training center by practicing meditation and

reading good books. Obviously his attitude toward his confinement

will greatly alter its effect upon him.

The life of Robert Stroud, the “Birdman of Alcatraz,” exempli-

fies this principle. After spending fifty-four years in prison, he died

at the age of seventy-three. Despite his third-grade education, he

was able to teach himself such diverse subjects as astronomy, paint-

ing, languages, mathematics, and law. He also planned prison re-

forms and studied birds, becoming a world authority on bird

diseases. Gradually he underwent a change in personality, becom-

ing a loving and compassionate person.

Some of you may also be familiar with the story of the Tibetan
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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, if 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 for 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 from

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 .

9

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 perforin

them with increasing frequency. Moreover, 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

intentional, unconscious, or apparently accidental—affect the doer

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 0



KARMA

the limitations and restrictions of the chain of causation pressing

upon us. How can this freedom be gained? A deceptively simple

koan tells how.

A disciple asked a master, “When cold and heat come,

how can we avoid them?”

master: “Why don’t you go where there is no cold or

heat?”

disciple: “Where’s the place where there is no cold or

heat?”

master: “In winter, let the cold kill you. In summer, let

the heat kill you.”

The master uses heat and cold here, of course, as metaphors for

birth, sickness, old age, death—karmic milestones in the life of all

of us. These milestones are everywhere. To emphasize that point,

the master asks, “Why don’t you go where there is no cold or heat?”

He is pointing a way out, but the student, not understanding, grasps

at straws. “Where is that place?” he asks, and the master tells him:

“In winter, let the cold kill you. In summer, let the heat kill you.”

In other words, when it is cold, don’t wish you were on a beach

in the middle of the summer, sunning yourself—give yourself up to

the cold. When it is hot, don’t spend your time daydreaming of

cooling breezes—accept the heat so completely that you transcend

it. Pain, disease, old age, death can be overcome, the master is

implying, if we don’t run away from them but face them with

strong spirit. Too often we tend to teeter on the edge of life, hesi-

tant to jump in. It is like contemplating a cold shower in winter. If

you think, “This is going to be cold!” and mentally brace yourself

against it, “Brrr!” you’ll start to shiver before the cold water even

hits you. But don’t think of coldness, or anything else—just jump

under the shower, drenching yourself. Who then remains outside

to say, “I’m cold”? No circumstance, whether bitter cold or stifling

heat, whether a difficult family situation or a trying personal rela-

tionship, the master is saying, need be unnerving or lasting if we

meet it head-on.

So long as one is merely on the surface of things, they are always
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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 .

10

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 .” 11

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 .

12

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 ftihrer. 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 painful situations. We form a unity. Our collective society, the

o 152 o



Changing Your Karma

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 profound 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 .

13 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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ing—which are independent of inherited mental and physical char-

acteristics.

Although adolescence is a time when boys and girls struggle to

emancipate themselves from the influence of their parents, and

parents at the same time try to maintain their tenuous control over

their children, a child who understood the depth of the parent-

child karmic relationship would not permanently alienate herself

from her parents except possibly in cases where she had been phys-

ically or emotionally abused. That awareness would do much to

blunt the sharp edges of the inevitable parent-child conflict that

surfaces at this particular time. Parents would recognize that they

cannot blame their children for the pains of parenthood, while chil-

dren would realize that the domineering attitudes of their parents

are the product of causes and conditions which they (the children)

once set in motion. Both would know that mutual respect and love

in the parent-child relationship, as in every other, grows from pain

as well as from joy.

Although we often speak of “good” and “bad” (painful) karma,

the term “karma” is generally used in reference to the latter—as

when selfish actions, for instance, are called “karma-producing.” In

recent years, as the word “karma” has become widely used in the

West, several new usages have arisen. Among these is the term

“heavy karma,” meaning an unusually large debt that must be expi-

ated as a result of pain-producing thoughts and actions in this life

and previous lives. The word “karma” may also imply an evil bent

of mind growing out of long-standing ego-dominated behavior. We
may also speak of “having a karma” with someone, implying a mu-

tual attraction or repulsion that exists as a result of a strong rela-

tionship from a previous life. One will also hear the expression,

“Karma willing, I’ll see you next month,” meaning that if my karma

decrees that I live at least to next month and make it to our re-

union, we’ll meet again then.

Inevitably, in certain circles these days, “karma” has become a

buzzword, the glib explanation for any out-of-the-ordinary happen-

ing. Even in Japan—a nominally Buddhist country—the word is

casually tossed about, as witness this story: A high school student
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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 had?” he sternly demanded. The hoy offhand-

edly replied, “Guess it’s just my karma, Dad.” Whereupon Dad
gave the hoy 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 he used as justification for doing or not doing anything. It

can only he 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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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, “I 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 11s 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. Bv 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 I had

related the foregoing incident commented, “Whenever something

painful happens to me and I ask, ‘What have I done to deserve

this?’ invariably the answer comes as ‘Plenty!’ This has got to be

the response of all of 11s 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 I 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 I

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. I asked him what he had been
doing to this end and he replied that he had been directing loving

thoughts toward her. I 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 tins 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 .” 14 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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blameless. Or else we find society at fault and not the criminal. The

individual is thus released from responsibility for past deeds and

from the hard duty to improve his character. Overlooked is the fact

that at every step of the way a person has the choice to follow the

honest and moral road or to deviate from it.
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THE INTERCONNECTEDNESS

HE ALL LIFE

We Are Our Brothers

T
o 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 I move, you move; if you
do wrong, I do wrong; if I 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 I 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 .

15 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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the gift of our karma, which enables us to be reborn as a human

being, with all the joy, pain, and potential attendant upon hav-

ing a physical existence. Nonetheless, clinging to body and mind

as my body, my mind is the first fatal step on the road to self-

imprisonment. As W. H. Auden states in his "Canzone”:

Our claim to own our bodies and our world

Is our catastrophe.

As human beings, we represent the culmination of the struggle to

evolve from the most primitive life forms into this present body,

with its highly intricate brain and marvelously complex physical

structure. Through the grace of good karma most of us have

achieved “a faultless body and a blameless mind.” Ours therefore

is a sacred obligation to protect them for ourselves and others.

O man’s most wonderful work

—

Just to walk upon the earth!

Karma and Abortion

In the case of abortion, in the most profound sense, neither the

doctor’s instruments nor anything else can destroy the real life of

the fetus, for its ever-abiding True-nature is indestructible. Look-

ing at abortion from a relative view, however, one can see that all

the participants in an abortion—that is, the parents and the doctor

(or other person) who performs it—share in the effects of that

action.

No matter what we do, for whatever reason, we are planting

seeds with every single action and will have to deal with their fruit

when the time comes. What kind of karma we are creating for our-

selves and for others depends on the degree of selfishness, or lack

of it, which motivates our action. If a pregnant woman sincerely

feels that she is emotionally incapable of lovingly caring for her

child, she may create less painful karma by aborting the embryo

than by crippling her growing child later on. If she has an abortion

because she resents any interference with the gratification of her
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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 ol 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 respond to another’s entreaties to end

his life because of great pain and suffering incurs karmically less

serious results. (This latter does not include counseling another to

take his own life—an action that may have more severe karmic

consequences.) It may strike some of you as selfish to be thinking

of your own karma when someone dear to you in great pain pleads

with you to end his or her life. But that is really secondary to a

consideration of that person’s karma. Might it not be kinder, karmi-

cally speaking, not to accede to that person’s request for the per-

son's own sake? There are no easy answers to these questions, for

each situation is a unique set of circumstances, and each person

must make his or her decision based on those circumstances—with

the full knowledge that, whatever is decided, cause brings effect.

Karma and Retribution

Karma is not a matter of an eye for an eye and a tooth for a tooth

in the narrow sense. There isn’t necessarily a one-to-one corre-

spondence between the evil or good a person does in one lifetime

and the results that will be experienced in another. The fact that in

a previous life one may have cut off a person’s hand doesn’t neces-

sarily mean that in this lifetime he will lose his own hand. The ever
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changing events continuously interweave with one another. The

currents of karma, both good and had, intermingle, flowing from

past lives to the present life and from this life to future lives. Our

karma is thus determined by the sum total of our actions, good and

bad, and by the larger karmic flux of which we are a part. These

actions in turn create a pattern, a predisposition, as a result of

which we respond to events in a certain way. That is, our karma

creates a pathway, or perhaps a rut, which we tend habitually to

follow.

Karma Realized Now and in the Future

Just as our actions can produce positive, negative, or neutral

karma, so the results of karma can occur during three periods in

time. Some karma bears its fruit in the present life, or as soon as

the act is performed. The effects of the act, though, may not occur

until the next lifetime. And in some instances many lifetimes may

elapse before an effect is felt. In some cases the karmic force may

be so weak that it produces no reaction at all. So retribution experi-

enced in this life is the matured result of karmic seeds sown either

in a past life or in the present one; and the accumulated effects of

actions in this life, good or bad, are experienced in this life or in

subsequent ones.

Instead of the terms “positive” and “negative,” it might actually

be more precise to speak of wholesome and unwholesome voli-

tions. An unwholesome volition is one rooted in greed, hate

(anger), or delusion (erroneous thinking)—in a word, in self-

centeredness. A wholesome volition is rooted in the opposite of

those passions, namely, generosity, love, contentment, clarity of

mind.

In the light of what we’ve said about karma realized now and in

the future, it may be easier to understand how it happens that one

who has led a decent life will suddenly go off the deep end and

commit a terrible wrong—to the dismay and consternation of his

family and friends, who have always looked upon him as a pillar of

virtue. What happened? He has been hit with past karma brought

into play by certain causes and conditions.

When we look at human existence from the perspective of only
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one lifetime, it sometimes seems that the wicked prosper and the

good suffer, that the decent person has unhappiness as his lot while

the evildoer lives happily. But this is only the outcome of past good
and evil karma. If it were possible to track lifetimes, we would see

that eventually the evildoers get their just desserts.

Karma and the Intention to Learn

I ve heard some people say that the cause of our suffering in this

world might be due not to something wrong we did in the past, but

to a need on our part to learn something—for example, awareness

or humility. Some people even go so far as to say we choose to

undergo painful experiences in order to learn from them. But these

notions are a distortion of the Buddhist teaching of karma. Con-
sider this situation: I start across a busy intersection while the light

is still green, and because I am inattentive, I get hit by a car and
am badly hurt. My injury did not result from my need to learn the

value of mindfulness. Whether I become more attentive in the fu-

ture as a result of the accident is up to me, but the accident did not

happen in order to teach me to be attentive.

Or take another case. Let us say your husband is mistreating you.

Through what you did in the past—perhaps within recent memory,
perhaps not—you have “earned” the abuse being heaped on you

now. But there is a vital difference between accepting responsibil-

ity for the abuse being inflicted on you and lying belly up to invite

further punishments—taking it without trying to change your cir-

cumstances. If you continue to allow your husband to beat you, not

only are you perpetuating your pain and grief; you are also helping

him perpetuate the bad karma he is creating for himself. Remem-
ber, we have the power to change our karma. You could choose to

leave the relationship, perhaps moving to a distant area to live, or

you could undergo psychological counseling to understand and

change your own behavior patterns that may have contributed to

the situation, or you can simply sit back and tell yourself, “It’s my
karma.”

I understand many people these days believe that we cause our

own illness and so we also have the power to completely cure our-
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selves either by willing the disease away or by employing alterna-

tive therapies alone. Although it is tme that onr minds and bodies

are shaped by our karma—which includes our choice of parents

and therefore possible genetic predisposition to certain dis-

eases—we can’t overlook the fact of environmental and other in-

fluences.

We are a very complex interaction of mind, body, emotion, and

will. These four are inseparably connected, although for conve-

nience, we divide them into individual components. And so sick-

ness of the body-mind is no simple thing. Take the common cold:

it’s known that it is caused by a virus, but that physical exhaustion,

depression, and stress can also determine whether a person ex-

posed to the virus actually gets the cold. Or take cancer, perhaps

the most complex and mysterious of illnesses: it has no simple ori-

gin and no simple cure. While a person’s cheerful, optimistic atti-

tude and will to overcome the disease have been known to make a

difference in certain cases, they don’t at all in others. "Doctors are

men,” says Voltaire, “who prescribe medicine of which they know

little to cure diseases of which they know less in human beings of

which they know nothing.”

It flies in the face of what we do know about the etiology of

sickness to assume that we alone cause our illness and therefore

that we can cure ourselves of it. True, an intemperate lifestyle

—

bad diet, lack of exercise, alcohol and drug abuse, mental confu-

sion, depression, inability to cope with stress, and other

factors—can precipitate an illness; it is dangerous to assume, how-

ever, that you need only apply some willpower or positive im-

aging—or even surgery, radiation, and chemotherapy—to effect a

cure. For the person who is ill, it can be a traumatic experience to

believe he can cure himself—or lie’s not living right—and then to

fail. And it is irresponsible and insensitive to say to him, “ You’ve

made yourself sick; just make yourself well! If you can’t, some-

thing’s rotten about you.”

This smacks of the religious belief popular in certain times in

history, that those who suffer illness and misery do so because they

have fallen from God’s grace and so are begetting His wrath. If it

were true that disease and pain are the outcome of a life of impu-
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rity, how do we explain that such an imposing spiritual figure as Sri

Ramana Maharshi died of cancer? (See “Sri Ramana Maharshi.”)

Karma and Compassion

Compassion and wisdom are two of the cornerstones of Bud-

dhism, of which karma is a fundamental teaching. Some people

misinterpret the doctrine of karma, believing that by alleviating the

suffering of another they are interfering with their karma. But this

contradicts the well-known pronouncement of the Buddha: “One
thing I teach, and one thing only—suffering—its causes and the

way to overcome them.” (Emphasis added.) And the Buddha was
most emphatically not referring only to the suffering of the individ-

ual listeners, but to that of all beings. One who truly understands

and accepts the law of karma spontaneously offers sympathy, un-

derstanding, and help to another in pain, simply because he would
know that he himself at one time or another had had to bear the

painful consequences of his own past wrongdoing.

But what is compassion? Is it merely sympathizing with those in

pain, or actively helping to relieve their suffering, like the Good
Samaritan who doesn’t walk past the injured or the ailing but stops

to help? Is it aiding the poor and the homeless? Enlightened com-
passion involves much more than engaging in such temporary mea-
sures. Even if you feed a hungry man, he’s going to get hungry
again, so unless you teach him how to grow his own food, or teach

him a skill so he can earn enough money to buy his own food, your

compassion is not of the deepest kind. The same principle applies

to the homeless. While they are entitled to help in finding and
holding their places in the society of which they’re a part and to

whose development they have contributed (in perhaps invisible

ways), our compassion is not yet truly enlightened unless we can

get them to see that their own karma has been a vital element in

bringing them to their present condition—that even if society has

pushed them to the ground they still have the power to get up and
change their karma.

I was once asked, “If you accept that all misery is self-created,

and that in this life you need to atone for past misdeeds, how are
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you going to empathize with the sufferings of another person?”

The law of cause and effect does not imply that all misery is self-

created. What happens to one of us affects all of us, though the

effect isn’t always obvious. Nor is it accurate to say we are here

merely to atone for past wrongdoings. We are here to work out past

karma, both positive and negative—a statement which has a much

broader implication than that of paying off past karmic debts. You

can think of our present life as a huge school or arena where we

seek to develop ourselves physically, mentally, morally, and spiritu-

ally—in other words, to raise the level of our own consciousness

and the consciousness of others. That is why we are strongly at-

tracted to certain parents and to certain other people, including a

spouse, whose actions often pain us and whom we in turn pain. The

development of our full potential necessitates undergoing pain and

struggle. We may resent that pain, and we may hate the person or

persons we blame for it, yet our karma propels us toward such

persons precisely because at this stage of our life the pain is essen-

tial for our growth and spiritual advancement. If we gratefully ac-

cept the pain and see it as an opportunity to grow, to purge

ourselves of past unwholesome karma, we have already taken a

giant step upward.

It’s all too easy to throw around the arcane word “karma” with

an air of omniscience. The fact is, all ego-motivated acts create

karmic consequences, but that doesn’t mean those acts have no

other implications. Let us say a man and his child are brutally mur-

dered in a terrorist hijacking of a plane. Was this their karma? Yes,

because they chose to be on the plane and so become the victims

of the collective karma of all those on board. To say this, however,

is not to excuse the horrors and evils of terrorism or make light of

the tragedy of such killings. If we see somebody suffering, we need

to help her if at all possible. That person’s karma might be pain and

poverty; nevertheless, we must act. This is our karma. We cannot

ignore individual suffering, for only by responding to it do we ex-

press our compassion and demonstrate our humanity. Would a

compassionate, undeluded individual, when confronted with

human misery, turn away from it with the thought “It is self-

created; it's no business of mine”? The answer is a flat no. Why not?
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Because enlightened compassion is not the outcome of conscious

choice; it is the upwelling of a deep instinct in all of us, which if

not obstructed by deluded thinking operates freely. Besides, to be

helped may be a person s karma as much as his suffering is.

To say, “It's my bad' karma” after an unhappy event in one’s

own life is a positive thing, especially if it leads one to reflect on

the significance ol the shifting circumstances of his life. But to say

“Too bad, but that’s your karma” gratuitously to someone in misery

is not only insensitive but, in many cases, only partially true. Be-

sides, common decency—respect for another’s feelings—is a social

imperative in any civilized society. An individual may have brought

on his sufferings by past misguided actions, or his sufferings may
be due to collective karma. Nonetheless, a truly sympathetic

human being would act immediately and directly to do everything

he could to alleviate another’s pain and suffering. Helping another

would be helping himself. No man’s karma is exclusively his own,

and no one’s suffering is exclusively her own. A web of relationships

sustains and nourishes each of us.

Karma and Change

The truth is we can never know precisely what our karma is be-

cause its origin may be obscure. It is constantly shifting, adjusting,

moving, being expiated, and being newly formed. This old Chinese

story about a farmer whose horse ran away illustrates the dynamic

quality of karma. When his neighbors came over to console him,

sighing, “Too bad, too bad,” the farmer said, “Maybe.” The next

day the horse returned, bringing with him seven wild horses. “Oh,

how lucky you are!” exclaimed the neighbors. “Maybe,” replied the

farmer. On the following day when the farmer’s son tried to ride

one of the new horses, he was thrown and broke his leg. “Oh, how
awful!” cried the neighbors. “Maybe,” answered the farmer. The

next day soldiers came to conscript the young men of the village,

but the farmer’s son wasn’t taken because his leg was broken. “How
wonderful for you!” said the neighbors. “Maybe,” said the farmer.

Obviously, then, trying to extrapolate future karma from a cer-

tain event would be as foolhardy as looking at pictures of babies
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you’ve never seen before, singling one out, and attempting to de-

scribe what her future will bring.

Creating Good Karma

Insofar as we free ourselves of greed and anger, cultivate com-

passion and wisdom (seeing things as they really are) and immerse

ourselves in all the circumstances of our life, we accumulate whole-

some—or at least not unwholesome—karma. The Buddha’s pre-

cepts provide excellent guidelines:

1. not to kill but to cherish all life;

2. not to take what is not given but to respect the things

of others;

3. not to misuse sexuality but to be caring and respon-

sible;

4. not to lie but to speak the truth;

5. not to cause others to use substances that confuse the

mind, nor to do so oneself, but to keep the mind clear;

6. not to speak of the shortcomings of others but to be

understanding and sympathetic;

7. not to praise oneself and condemn others but to over-

come one’s own shortcomings;

8. not to withhold spiritual or material aid but to give it*

freely where needed;

9. not to indulge in anger but to exercise forebearance.

There are others, but these are the most important.

Although observance of this or any other moral code is the first

indispensable step on the road to a genuine spiritual life, only an

awakening to the true nature of life and death can provide unshak-

able contentment—in this or any other life.

To sum up: Our life situation is not ordered by either gods or

devils but is the consequence of our own actions, arising from our

thoughts, speech, and emotions, whether we are aware of the

meaning of good and bad or not. These actions echo within 11s and
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influence our personality. When our attitudes change, our circum-

stances likewise change.

Our horizons would expand and our lives would take on fresh

meaning if we began training ourselves to see that even the minut-

est event in our lives has karmic significance. We would gain a new

awareness of our own power and dignity even as we became more

humble, for we would realize that we are not isolated fragments

thrown into the universe by a capricious fate, but part of one vast

ocean in which all currents intermingle. Wonder and joy would re-

place boredom and discontent.
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PART FOUR

REBIRTH

I amjust as certain as you see me here

that I have existed a thousand times before

and I hope to return a thousand times more.

Goethe

After all, it is no more surprising to

be born twice

than it is to be bom once.

Voltaire

All life is phoenix-like ,

1 recreating itself

again and again from its own ashes.

Author Unknown
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THE CASE

FOR REBIRTH

What Lies Beyond?

// I s FAR BACK as I can remember I have unconsciously re-

11 ferrecl to the experiences of a previous state of existence . . .

As the stars looked to me when I was a shepherd in Assyria, they

look to me now a New Englander . . . And Hawthorne, too, I re-

member as one with whom I sauntered in old heroic times along

the banks of the Scamander amid the ruins of chariots and he-

roes. z

Perhaps you’ve heard or read statements such as this before and

dismissed them as no more than the fantasies of a starry-eyed New
Ager or an Eastern guru. Surely no one with both feet on the

ground could believe that he had lived in other bodies in times

past, and that he even remembered those lives. Yet these are not

the ravings of a lunatic or the pseudophilosophic musings of some-

one strung out on drugs. These are the words of Henry David

Thoreau—a man of lively mind, to be sure, but as American as

apple pie.

Belief in Afterlife

It can fairly be said that no notion has persisted for so long and

in so many guises as the idea that the death of the physical body is
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not the end of individual existence. That all living beings, including

the unseen inhabitants of other realms, have previously existed in

some form or another and will continue to be reborn was almost

universally accepted in the ancient world. Even in prehistoric

times, people have clung to a belief in the hereafter with fierce

tenacity, refusing to believe that a person s influence ended at

death. The pervasiveness of these beliefs is seen in the diversity

of civilizations which believed them: civilizations in Egypt, India,

Ireland, Greece, and South America. Through myths and legends,

through sacred texts and rituals, faith in the continuity of existence

has been handed down to the present time. According to the noted

anthropologist Sir James Frazer, individuals in primitive societies

no more doubted their immortality than they did the reality of their

conscious existence. 3

Ancient Egyptians did not question the reality of an afterlife,

and they made certain that the dead wanted for naught, furnishing

them with a prodigious amount of paraphernalia for their journey

and eventual encounter with Osiris. The dead were, in a sense, as

alive as the living, for why else would such solemn religious rites as

animal sacrifices and offerings of food and wine be made?

The Greeks were heartened by the concept that their souls,

newly released from the body, would fly like freed birds to the bliss

of Elysium. Early Christians, prior to the Second Council of Con-

stantinople in A.D. 553, believed in re-becoming, a conviction that

was in accord with the Gnostic belief that angels may become men

or demons, and that from the latter they may rise to become men

or angels.

In our own time, too, we persist in refusing to accept death as

the incontrovertible end. According to a Gallup poll taken in 1980—

81, nearly 70 percent of Americans believe in life after death. 4

While most people’s concept of an afterlife is based on a union with

God, reunion with loved ones, and/or life in a heavenly realm, a

surprising 23 percent believe in reincarnation. What is surprising

is not that such a great number believe in the continuity of exis-

tence, but rather that sofew Americans embrace what is, for a large

proportion of the world’s population—Hindus, Buddhists, and

Jains, as well as others—incontrovertible.

Many outstanding individuals of our age—Carl Jung, Ralph
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Waldo Emerson, Albert Schweitzer, Henry David Thoreau, and

Mohandas Gandhi, to name a few—believed in reincarnation,

transmigration, or rebirth (terms which, though used interchange-

ably, are not really identical—see “Rebirth Distinguished from Re-

incarnation '). Belief in reincarnation, if not rebirth, is not inimical

to contemporary Christian and Jewish beliefs. Dr. Leslie Weather-

head, minister of London’s City Temple for almost three decades,

felt that reincarnation offered a key to unlock many problems for

Christians. He pointed out that Jesus never denied it, that it was a

prevailing belief in Jesus' day, and that it was an essential part of

the Essene teachings.

Passages in the Old Testament and the Kabala, sacred texts of

Judaism, contain references to metempsychosis, or transmigration.

It is also universally accepted by the Hasidic movement. Comment-
ing on the origins of Jewish belief in transmigration, Rabbi Moses

Gaster says, “There cannot be any doubt that these views are ex-

tremely old [in Judaism]. Simon Magus raises the claim of former

existences, his soul passing through many bodies before it reaches

that known as Simon . . . The [Hebrew] masters of the occult sci-

ence never doubted its Jewish character . .

.”5

The Intermediate Realm

It is the teaching of sages from Buddhist and other cultures that

at the moment of death we begin our transitional existence, which

is the intermediate realm between death and rebirth. (See Diagram

4.) This realm is very different from the physical plane, but in one

respect it is identical. For just as our ego-based perceptions affect

the way we relate to and interact with our environment and events

in this world, similarly does our karma, stemming from both the

last and many former existences, affect the way we relate to the

experiences of an intermediate life.

There are said to be three primary stages in the transitional

state. The initial stage consists predominantly of physical sensations

of freedom and is relatively short in duration. At this point a tenu-

ous connection to the physical body still remains. One may be

acutely aware of the actions and words as well as the thoughts of

living loved ones. This sensitivity and awareness mean that any
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Diagram 4: The Circle of Continuing Existence

words directed to the deceased at this time—as in chanting, for

example—can bring about an awakening.

The second stage encompasses diverse sensory experiences and

lasts longer than the first. In the final stage the entity is drawn,

according to its karma, to a particular rebirth. The process from

death to rebirth is said to take place in cycles of seven days or

multiples thereof—usually forty-nine days. But this figure is not

fixed. It can occur in a day or a week or not until many years later.

Presumably the time of rebirth is determined by, among other fac-

tors, the attraction of the being to parents with whom it has a kar-

mic affinity.

As was mentioned earlier, the seventh, eighth, and ninth levels

of consciousness do survive death. (See “The Nine Levels of Con-

sciousness.”) Karma, or the force of will, continues in its cyclic pro-

pulsion through death, after-death, and rebirth. But we also possess

a semblance of our other senses in the intermediate existence. At

the moment of death the first six levels of consciousness become

transmuted from a physical orientation to a nonphysical. Until we

take on a “solid” body again, sight, hearing, smell, taste, touch, and

intellect are incipient, functioning in a tenuous way. W ithout a

body as a vehicle they cannot be fully utilized, but neither are they

completely absent. Zen master Yasutani explains it this way:
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This intermediate being is constantly changing and

does not have any rigid form. It is said to be much supe-

rior to present-life existence. It is like an electric current:

it can pass through all obstacles and even fly hundreds of

miles in a moment. It is also said to have intellect, emo-

tion, and will of a tenuous nature as well as the five sen-

sory organs.

It is said that the intermediate being has some myste-

rious power to see, feel and find its parents, and that it is

able to see the sexual intercourse by which it may be

conceived .

6

It is as difficult to give a precise description of the intermediate

state as it is to give one of this world—only more so. Since, as I ’ve

said, the experience of passage is colored by our karma, it will differ

from person to person. However, it is possible to give what might

be called an Everyman’s (or -woman’s) description of this state.

Let me capitulate in some detail the masters’ accounts of the

stages of the journey from death to rebirth. During the first stage

the most striking element is the thought of how easy it is to die.

Unlike the sometimes prolonged act of dying, which may be diffi-

cult and painful, death itself is as simple, easy, and natural as a

leaf’s fluttering off a tree. Many people see their whole life played

out rapidly before them in the instant before physical death. Soon

after that, as the intermediate state of existence is entered, there

may be a feeling of floating or flying, similar to sensations people

often have in dreams. There is an awareness of great calmness and

tranquility, a sensation of relief and utter ease. One might even

wonder, “What was all the worry about?” With the last breath all

worries and cares of the mundane world are cast aside. The entity

may then be drawn to a tunnel of bright white light and may sense

that loved ones or a wonderful experience lies in wait at the end.

The feeling is like that of walking into a lover’s embrace, or like the

joyful anticipation of a child waiting to open presents on Christmas

morning.

The events and experiences of this first stage are substantially

the same whether a person has very negative, pain-producing
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karma or relatively good karma. However, the way a person with

bad karma relates to these experiences will be considerably differ-

ent from the way a person with good karma does. The former

might, for example, feel cynical, suffused with apprehension and

suspicion. At first such a person may feel that he got away with

it,” that is, with the crimes and evil perpetrated in his life, but he

will soon become uneasy. What is happening will be perceived as a

loss of control, and his anxiety will grow.

The second stage of passage is deeply influenced by a person’s

mind state at the time of death. Also of great importance are the

life experiences of the being both in its last previous lifetime and

in its many former lifetimes, as well as the kind of guidance re-

ceived in the immediate post-death state. Here again is where

strong, meaningful chanting at the funeral can be effective. (See

“The Value of Chanting.”) Thus the experience of the second stage

varies extensively from person to person. The experiences encoun-

tered, however, are all projections of one’s own consciousness, and

if this is understood and firmly imbedded in the mind, one will not

be frightened by the apparitions that may appear.

Upon entering the second stage, the intermediate entity may

feel confused, as if awakening from a deep, drugged sleep. Every-

thing will seem vaguely familiar and dreamlike, as though the being

were caught in a constant state of deja vu. Many different things

may happen now. The senses, which were once accustomed to the

simple and mundane things of the physical world, will be assaulted

by various frightening, terrible, or exquisitely beautiful sights,

sounds, and smells. Loud, startling noises, sudden bangs, cracks,

and rumbles will be heard. Howling wind and raging fires may ap-

pear. The entity may feel as if it is sinking into an abyss or becom-

ing paralyzed. Words are spoken, but no sound is heard; sounds are

heard, but no words are spoken. Thoughts wander randomly, as in

a delirium. It is not possible to focus on objects, because they move

away or become transparent. Nothing appears solid, nothing has

substance. It is possible to move like a flash of lightning, at great

speeds through objects. All of the senses, though of a tenuous na-

ture, are present, but they are no longer attuned to the physical

realm.
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It is vital to understand that the way an individual reacts to the

transitional experiences greatly depends on the kind of life he led

before dying. Whether he is frightened by these experiences or

unmoved by them depends on the degree to which he saw through

his clinging attachments to the material world. And his reactions to

events now will determine much of what is yet to come.

The masters have assured us that everything one experiences in

this state is as unreal and devoid of substance, as empty of all abid-

ing reality, as what is experienced in the dimension of waking con-

sciousness. All lights, visions, and apparitions of every kind should

therefore be regarded as mere projections and reflexes of the enti-

ty’s mind states. Since the terrifying things it encounters cannot

cause harm, it need not cower before them. The being should now

remind itself of the need to be free from all clinging attachments

to objects as well as experiences. If the entity was experienced in

meditation during former existences and developed concentrative

powers to a high degree, it will still have the ability7 to focus its

mind. It is possible to accomplish this if there is single-minded

concentration on the truths one has understood. Although the en-

tity may feel as if it is in the midst of a raging storm, it can become

tranquil and centered through the concentrative power of its mind.

When the second stage draws to an end, the third stage begins.

As with the first two stages, here too karma plays an all-important

role. This is the time when one, so to speak, looks into the mirror

of her karma and finds herself committed to a particular course of

action. According to the causes and conditions established, the en-

tity will be drawn to one of a number of realms in which rebirth

will take place. Those who have led destructive, pain-producing

lives will be inexorably drawn to a rebirth that will entail great

suffering. Those who have led more wholesome lives will also be

drawn toward rebirths that are in accord with their deeds.

It should be emphasized that the impulse to be reborn is devoid

of all self-conscious reflection or cognition. It is rather a blind

yearning toward the mother-to-be on the part of one who will be

reborn as a male, or toward the father-to-be for one who will be

reborn as a female. This instinct is governed by our karma, which

induces us to be attracted to a particular type of environmental and
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physical existence—well-to-do or humble, male or female, human

or nonhuman, dark- or fair-skinned, Chinese, Mexican, African, or

American. The body can thus be described as a crystallization of

thought patterns conditioned by our karma—a process that began

before birth and that will continue after it in an infinite expansion

of life.

We can rightly say that we contain the seeds of past memories

and the vestiges of recollections of former lives, not excluding the

former lives of others. The scholar John Blofeld describes this well:

What we call “life” is a single link in an infinitely long

chain of “lives” and “deaths.” Perhaps, if our uncon-

scious could be raised to conscious level, we should be

able to perceive the entire chain stretching back far

enough to exceed the most generous estimates of the

length of time human beings have populated this earth.

(And why just this earth? Why should not many of our

previous lives have been passed upon other earths con-

tained within this stupendous universe?) Perhaps the

recollection would include hundreds or thousands of mil-

lions of lives lived here or elsewhere, and at this or other

levels of consciousness, perhaps in states of being pre-

viously unsuspected .

7

*

Rebirth and the Aim of Life

The ultimate aim, to use this imprecise term, of a person with

an aspiration to awakening is not rebirth—and with it the inevitable

pains and sufferings attendant upon a body—but the uncondi-

tioned state of pure consciousness. What the true aspirant seeks is

release from the pain and frustrations of numberless lives, from the

endless wheel of rebirths, both for himself and for all beings.

As author John Blofeld has written:

It is the outflows resulting from our varied responses

to the play of phenomena which harness us to the wheel

of life
—

“the torture wheel upon which the victim’s
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bones are broken one by one and his flesh lacerated until,

in his ignorance, he prays for the permanent death that

is forever denied him. Bound by our own folly and

stupidity to this wheel, we are dragged upwards and

downwards through realms of life and death; every phe-

nomenon produces a reaction within us, leading to some

sort of outflow from our minds, which acts upon phe-

nomena and causes them to react upon 11s yet again, and

so on, endlessly, until wisdom is painfully achieved.

”

s

As this vivid description makes clear, yet another rebirth is nothing

to look forward to.

Simply stated, what propels us again and again into rebirth is the

desire, the craving, the will for another body, coupled with the

tightly held notion of oneself as a discrete entity. Rebirth, then, is

the inevitable consequence of our not having attained full awaken-

ing and total integration in this lifetime. At the same time rebirth

is another opportunity for awakening, assuming of course that one

incarnates as a human being again. Remember, it is only through a

human body that we can come to enlightenment—this is why

human life is so precious. “Reexistence,” then, is a halfway house

on the way to one's true home. As Gandhi said (speaking of attain-

ing the goal of ahimsd or nonviolence), ”1 cannot think of perma-

nent enmity between man and man, and believing as I do in the

theory of rebirth, I live in the hope that if not in this birth, in

some other birth I shall be able to hug all humanity in friendly

embrace .”9

Rebirth Distinguished from Reincarnation

The doctrines of transmigration and reincarnation imply the ex-

istence of a soul and are simplifications of the teaching of rebirth,

which is, admittedly, more difficult to grasp. The problem lies in

the key term “soul.” What we call our soul, or our self, is actually

no more than a current of consciousness comprised of “thought-

moments 10 of infinitestimal duration succeeding one another in a

stream of inconceivable rapidity.” 11 The speed and progress of this
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process, although always of lightning-fast duration, change accord-

ing to the nature of the stimulation. If the catalyst is slight, the

process functions without full cognition.

We can compare the process to a movie: the illusion of motion

is created by numerous still frames moving in swift progression. It

is also like a river: the body of water rushing before us is in reality

made up of innumerable droplets of water flowing together.

The Buddhist scholar Francis Story explains “soul’’ more pre-

cisely:

Much misunderstanding of the Buddhist doctrine of

rebirth has been caused in the West by the use of the

words “reincarnation,” “transmigration” and “soul” . . .

“Soul” is an ambiguous term that has never been clearly

defined in Western religious thought; but it is generally

taken to mean the sum total of an individual personality,

an enduring ego-entity that exists more or less indepen-

dently of the physical body and survives it after death.

The “soul” is considered to be the personality-factor

which distinguishes one individual from another, and is

supposed to consist of the elements of consciousness,

mind, character and all that goes to make up the psychic,

immaterial side of a human being.

The Buddha categorically denied the existence of a

“soul” in the sense defined above. He recognized that all

conditioned and compounded phenomena are imperma-

nent, and this alone makes the existence of such a “soul”

impossible .

12

Reincarnation implies an independent, migrating soul substance

that embodies itself in a new form. The teaching of rebirth, or the

continuity of life, repudiates such a notion.

What Passes Over?

While there is no thread of continuity tangible to the senses,

there is nonetheless a stream of continuity which can be called
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neither different nor identical. As the scholar T. R. V. Murti ex-

plains, “Rebirth does not mean the bodily transportation of an indi-

vidual essence from one place to another. It only means that a new
series of states arises, conditioned by the previous states .” 13

Many analogies have been used to describe the transmission

process. Take a flame. If you light a candle with a match, is the

flame in the candle the same as or different from the flame of the

match? We have to say not the same and yet not different. Another

analogy, one used by Ananda Coomaraswamy, is that of a billiard

ball rolling against another such ball. “If another ball is rolled

against the last stationary ball, the moving ball will stop dead and

the foremost stationary ball will move on . . . The first moving ball

does not pass over, it remains behind, it dies; but it is undeniably

the movement of that ball, its momentum, its karma, and not any

newly created movement, which is reborn in the foremost ball .” 14

If life is a sequence of moments linked in a chain of causation,

the moment beyond death is the next link in the chain. As there

has been a sense of continuity and yet no continuous self, there is

nothing surprising in that sense of continuity’s extending beyond

the moment of death. Life is a series of events or happenings, and

death takes its place in the series of events, giving rise to the next

event. Thus there is no self that is reborn; there is an ongoing conti-

nuity of “again-becoming.” In each moment of life the individual is

born and dies, yet he continues. The same is true of the moment
of death .” 15

So rebirth, or better, “again-becoming,” does not involve the

transfer of a substance but is better described as the continuation

of the process which occurs at every moment of consciousness,

continuing to operate to both affect and effect our rebirth.

We can’t, then, say that the being that has just been reborn is

your grandmother, nor can we say that it is not. The karma energy

of the last thought of this life is the precipitating cause of our next

life. This present life provides the basis for the quality of our death,

which in turn conditions the nature of our next life.

What is it, then, that is reborn? To give it a name is to twist the

truth to suit ourselves. An enlightened master said simply, “Not he,

yet not another.” Buddhaghosa, another sage, said, “It is a mere
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material and immaterial state, arising when it has obtained its con-

ditions ... it is not a lasting being, not a soul.”

The Power of Will

The power of will is a tremendous force to be reckoned with.

Anyone who has had a two-year-old can attest to that. This will has

the power to extend through lifetimes.

Swami Vivekananda (1863-1902) wrote vividly of the will that

perseveres through successive births:

Such a gigantic will as that ol a Buddha or Jesus could

not be obtained in one life, for we know who their fathers

were. It is not known that their fathers ever spoke a word

for the good of mankind. The gigantic will which mani-

fested Buddha and Jesus—whence came this accumula-

tion of power? It must have been there through ages and

ages, continually growing bigger and bigger until it burst

on society as Buddha or Jesus, and it is rolling down even

to the present day. 16

Of all the needs we have—to create, to know, to experience

life—nothing can compare with the will to develop oneself spiritu-

ally in order to free oneself and others from suffering. Yet it* takes

countless lifetimes of dedicated effort and single-minded determi-

nation in order to develop one’s potential to the fullest so that this

can be accomplished. It is impossible to burst full-blown into the

world as a completely enlightened person without such prepara-

tion. Since the will to live again is conditioned by a need for self-

development, a person will very likely be drawn to the state of

existence most conducive to that activity. Remember: it is the de-

sire or craving for a continuation of life, and the clinging to a notion

of a separate individuality, that propel 11s again and again into new

rounds of birth and death. V. F. Gunaratna puts it epigrammati-

callv: “The will-to-live makes man re-live.” 17

It is important to understand that rebirth doesn’t always lead

upward; we devolve as well as evolve. Don’t forget that a person’s
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succeeding life isn’t always a step up. If that person has set up

negative causes and conditions in the past, they will ripen eventu-

ally, and that could mean a drop to a much lower rung on the lad-

der of existence. Given most people’s limited vision, it is extremely

difficult and painful to continue to do the things one needs to do

to develop into a fully grown human being. What we think we want

is often just a reflection of our superficial desires. Our deepest

yearnings push and pull us on a subconscious level and drive us to

what we truly need—even if it’s not what we think we need or

want. Oscar Wilde expressed this perfectly when he said that there

are two kinds of unhappiness in the world: not getting what you

want, and getting what you want.

A person who has truly seen into his True-nature—and this is

possible for each one of us—has the advantage of knowing what he

or she has to do. This is often accompanied with the strength

—

developed through steady and regular practice of meditation—to

transcend the pain and difficulties that may accompany self-devel-

opment.

There is another element also at work here. We could call it the

principle of “like attracts like.” The subconscious mind exerts a

tremendous power to draw to itself others of similar inclination.

People feel most comfortable with those who share similar inter-

ests and values: artists enjoy hobnobbing with other artists, musi-

cians enjoy the company of musically inclined people, and the

spiritually minded will commune with those who share their inter-

ests. On the other hand, thieves associate with underworld charac-

ters, drinkers with alcoholics, drug addicts with pushers; neurotics

seek the company of other neurotics, and the mentally disturbed

gravitate toward people who are unbalanced. On both a conscious

and subconscious level we create our environment even as we par-

ticipate in it.

It is impossible to live a life full of fear, anger, and pain-produc-

ing actions and then, at the moment of death, escape from karmic

retribution by having a “good” thought. The last thought of a dying

person has an initial impact on the rebirth, but the cumulative ef-

fect of the events of his or her life exerts a tremendous additional

influence. Although a person might be afraid of rebirth and try to
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suppress the desire for another body, it is not possible to do so,

because the habit forces of many lifetimes are still operating at the

moment of death. Their next rebirth would be conditioned by their

fear of retribution in that life. Accordingly, they might be reborn

agoraphobic or severely repressed, or as a withdrawn, timid indi-

vidual afraid of their own shadow. But in any case, they certainly

would be reborn. Fear is a clinging to that which we fear; per-

versely, it is this clinging that brings us the very thing we fear or

would most like to avoid.

Can Fear Be Carried from Life to Life?

There are many cases of people who have severe, unexplained

fears that have been present from their earliest childhood. Children

sometimes have aversions that border on the hysterical. I remem-

ber one mother telling me about her child. She said that he had

been petrified of large bodies of water from the time he was an

infant. He would be fine in the bathtub, but if they went on an

outing to the beach, he screamed in such terror that they had

to leave. He is a teenager now and he still does not enjoy being

around lakes or oceans, although he is no longer as visibly

frightened.

How would you explain such a phenomenon? If you look at the

problem from the point of view of rebirth, it is entirely possible

that the young man died at sea in a previous lifetime and took with

him into his current life a terror connected with the experience.

Naturally, there can be other interpretations for such fears, but this

one is seldom, if ever, considered by traditional psychoanalysts.

Remembering Past Lives

Some people argue that if rebirth were true, we would all have

some recollections from previous lives. But this doesn’t really make

sense. Do you remember all you did and learned in high school, or

even in college? Yet you know that you were there. How many

people remember all the incidents of their childhood, much less

their birth itself? No one. Yet they never doubt that they were
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born. Many people cannot even recall their dreams of the night

before. Since people’s memories vary greatly in their capacity for

both vividness and recall, memory is but shallow and inadequate

proof of happenings of the past. Commenting on this phenomenon,
Lama Covinda writes:

They forget that active memory is only a small part

of our normal consciousness, and that our subconscious

memory registers and preserves every past impression

and experience which our waking mind fails to recall.

There are those who in virtue of concentration and

other yogic practices are able to bring the subconscious

into the realm of discriminate consciousness and thereby

to draw upon the unrestricted treasury of subconscious

memory wherein are stored records not only of our own
past lives but the records of the past of our race, the past

of humanity, and of all pre-human forms of life, if not of

the very consciousness that makes life possible in this

universe .

18

Anyone who has had a loved one suddenly die knows that it is

often very difficult to remember the events that took place immedi-

ately following the death. At such a time, everything may become
suspended, vague, blurred; one may be in a state of shock. How
much more difficult, then, must it be to remember the events of

one’s own death and subsequent rebirth. Also keep in mind that

after death the consciousness-energy goes into an intermediate

state, in which sensory impressions are not registered as clearly as

they were during the physical existence. (See "The Intermediate

Realm’’.)

Nevertheless, there are numerous case histories of people who
have remembered one or more of their previous lives. One of the

most convincing, thorough, and meticulously researched books on

this subject is Ian Stevenson’s Twenty Cases Suggestive of Reincar-

nation. 19 Dr. Stevenson has been Carlson Professor of Psychiatry at

the University of Virginia Medical School and has served as chair-

man of the department of neurology and psychiatry. He currently
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heads the division of personality studies. While Stevenson’s re-

search does not provide proof in the conventional scientific sense,

it offers persuasive testimony in a uniquely unbiased way, testi-

mony that is devoid of the bizarre or supernatural trappings with

which so many of these stories are presented elsewhere. Much ol

Stevenson s research was done in the Near and Far East, but he

has also pursued cases in Africa, Europe, and this country. The

focus of his studies is primarily children between the ages of three

and five who spontaneously began talking about a previous lifetime.

It is very unlikely that these stories were just made up by the

children or that they were deliberate fabrications put into the chil-

dren’s mouths by their parents. For one thing, the family, including

the child, had nothing to gain from setting up such a ruse. There

are no financial rewards given to people who report these memo-

ries, nor is there much in the way of publicity. Remember, in many

cultures of the East memories of previous lives are not looked on as

anything unusual. Since rebirth is accepted as a fact, it is a common

assumption that some people will remember who they were in an-

other life.

In a number of cases, moreover, the parents of these children

were downright angry with them for persistently babbling on about

their other family, the one they used to live with. Some parents

punished their child for continuing to insist she had lived another

life in another city. Stevenson affirms this when he says, “Even in

cultures where reincarnation is accepted, parents sometimes think

such memories are harmful. They are often upset by what the child

remembers. Parents would not be particularly pleased to have a

murdered child, not to mention a murderer, reincarnate in their

family.”20

In most of the cases reported by Stevenson, however, it was the

child’s determination to see the family of her past, and her unwa-

vering stance about the facts of that existence, that finally forced

the parents to ascertain whether or not what she said was true.

Another point is that there were usually a great many witnesses

to the truth of the statements these children made. Stevenson and

his coworkers cross-examined several children over a long period

of time, and their stories proved amazingly accurate when verified.
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Any discrepancies in their accounts are recorded, and often these

involve such minor things as mispronounced names or the state-

ment that a house was green instead of blue.

Finally, much of the information related by these remarkable
children was of such a nature that no one in their family could

possibly have had access to it. Just think: A child of lour announces
that his real name is not Edward but John. He gives his address in

another town; neither he nor his parents have ever been there. He
gives the names of his former parents, their occupations, and the

stores where they commonly shopped. Then he relates various inci-

dents that took place during that life—usually family events of a

mundane nature, but occasionally peculiar occurrences. His par-

ents eventually track down the address where the child used to live

and take him there. Along the way he is able to recognize various

landmarks and point out the house where he used to live—despite

its having been painted in the intervening years. In some cases the

child has picked out relatives from a large crowd of people. In other

instances, he has pointed out changes in the house or surrounding

area that only someone familiar with the vicinity could have recog-

nized. In still more unusual cases, the child has spoken idiomatic

phrases, or even carried on long conversations, in the language of

his former existence, a language with which neither he nor his par-

ents were even marginally familiar. 21

It is less common for adults than for children, but there are some
who do have this ability. Edgar Cayce, arguably the most noted and
gifted psychic of our time, is an example of someone who was able

to see into not only his past lives but those of others as well. His

readings,’ which illuminated in detail the workings of the law of

causation and rebirth, are world famous. Cayce was bom in 1877
on a Kentucky farm and raised by strict fundamentalist Christian

parents. Although uneducated beyond the ninth grade, at age

twenty-one he learned to induce extraordinary medical clairvoy-

ance through self-hypnosis. After twenty-two years of healing oth-

ers—frequently strangers living thousands of miles away—he
discovered that his powers could be enlarged to see into their past

lives. At first these ‘life readings,” as they came to be called, caused
the humble and self-doubting Cayce considerable anguish, for the
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doctrine of rebirth seemed to him in conflict with his literal inter-

pretation of the Bible. But once he reconciled them, he devoted

the rest of his life to helping many thousands of people trace their

afflictions and limitations in the present to specific conduct in the

past.

Scores of such cases, with the details confirmed, are presented

in Many Mansions by the psychologist Gina Cerminara. Also in-

cluded in the book is the case of a man anemic since birth who

had, five lifetimes previously, seized political control of a country,

shedding much blood. Another man s chronic digestive weakness

was traced by Cayce to two previous lifetimes of gluttony. And in

another case, a woman’s poverty and misfortunes were seen as

caused by her misuse of authority and wealth in a previous life in

which she was part of French royalty.

In my years of teaching I have had several students who, I was

convinced, had the ability to recall previous lifetimes. In Zen, how-

ever, there is no encouragement or emphasis given to this type of

endeavor, since the purpose of spiritual training is not the develop-

ment of psychic abilities but rather Self-realization, or enlighten-

ment. It is very easy to get sidetracked from the path of spiritual

discipline when one has strong psychic perceptions. It was for this

reason that the thirteenth-century Zen master Dogen said:

There are those who have the supernatural power to

know their past lives, whether as humans, animals, or

some other form of sentient life. However, this supernat-

ural power is not acquired by becoming enlightened . . .

but is rather the result of bad karma in past lives . . .

Even if you can understand the events of five hundred

lifetimes a little, it is not really much of an ability .

22

One of my students, who had many such memories, told me she

was happy when the memories began to fade in intensity, enabling

her to concentrate on what needed to be done in this life.

Nevertheless, these recollections can sometimes be helpful. One

student told me the following story. For years she and a young man

with whom she worked closely—he was one of her supervisors

—
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had an extremely antagonistic relationship. Try as she might, it was

impossible for her to overcome her negative feelings for him. One
day while she was meditating she suddenly saw herself dressed in

unusual garb. She knew she was somewhere in middle Europe in

the thirteenth century. (She told me the exact location and date.)

Next she saw herself leaning over a cradle and looking at her baby

boy; with anguish she realized he was deaf, blind, and mute. She

then saw herself strangling the baby and feeling the baby’s anger,

which was directed toward her. When she remembered this, she

was filled with horror and self-loathing. An instant later she saw

herself in her next lifetime just as she was being condemned to

burn at the stake by the very same being she had murdered in her

previous life. She looked at the man with abhorrence and was

shocked to see that it was the man whom, in this lifetime, she found

so hard to tolerate.

Soon after she had this recollection, painful as it was—she told

me she cried in despair for hours remembering the horrendous

thing she had done—she decided to tell her antagonist about the

memory. She told me:

I was very apprehensive about telling John these things.

I wondered if he would think I was a weirdo and our

relationship would become worse than ever. But I felt it

was our only chance to change the terrible karma we had

been building together. When I told him the memory, he

began to cry. I was crying too. Afterward he said to me,

jokingly, "Well, Mom, I guess we’ve got a lot to work out.

But knowing now that what we did to each other in the

past is what is affecting our relationship today—this will

make it easier to bury the hatchet.” From that time on

we became close friends.

Another case involved a husband and wife who were going through

a painful divorce. The wife in particular was filled with bitterness

toward her husband, who had been not only unfaithful to her but

also, she felt, mentally abusive. One day the woman came to me and

said that she remembered being with her husband in another life-
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time, this time not as his wife but as a woman who wished to marry

him. When he told her that he would not accept her, she became

enraged and tried to poison him. After remembering this, she told

me, she felt that she had a karmic debt to pay her husband, and that

this was why she was suffering so much in their current relationship.

She also said that she felt it imperative that they come to some accord

in this lifetime, or else the negative karmic pattern that they had

built up would be perpetuated. She and her ex-husband, it might be

mentioned, now have a cordial relationship.

Stevenson mentions one case where a woman s memories of hav-

ing committed suicide in her previous life deterred her from killing

herself again. The knowledge that nothing would be over or solved

and that she would have to face her problems in her next life was

enough to make her reconsider and change her life.

For many people it is a kindness that they don t remember what

they did in the past. Let me tell you about an incident that took

place about fifteen years ago. A young man came to our center who

was not very stable psychologically, but who felt a need for spiritual

practice and tried hard to meditate. One day he was persuaded by

a friend to see a psychic. That was the last we saw of him until he

reappeared several years later—disheveled, destitute, and seriously

disturbed. He had been told by the psychic that in his last life he

had been a Nazi responsible for the deaths of many people. That

information, along with some other events, was so traumatic that it

precipitated a severe psychological collapse—one from which he

has never recovered. This is an extreme example, but it probably is

not unique.

Many people would be horrified to learn of the terrible things

they had done in previous existences, and unless they had some

means of understanding and atoning for their actions in past lives,

they would become ill or very depressed. Emerson warned about

dragging around “the coi*pse of memory." And Gandhi, in speaking

of this same subject, said, “It is nature’s kindness that we do not

remember past births. Where is the good ... of knowing in detail

the numberless births we have gone through? Life would be a bur-

den ifwe carried such a tremendous load of memories. A wise man

deliberately forgets many things . .

.”23 Owen Rutter expressed the
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same sentiment when he wrote, “The obscuring of memory is

surely merciful. The remembrance of all the wrongs we have done
and all the wrongs which have been done to us, throughout our

chain of lives, would be an intolerable burden. Most of us have

enough to contend with in this life without burdening ourselves

with the recollection of the dangers, the fears and the hates of

other lives ."24

It is worth noting that even those who are psychic and able to

recall their own previous lives, make the mistake of believing that

the only other lifetimes they lived were the ones they remember.
They become very attached to those lives and say with pride, “In

my last lifetime I was such and such a person.” Unfortunately, all

too often people who claim to have genuine memories of previous

existences exhibit a singular predilection for lifetimes in which they

were famous personages. Just think of all the people who have

claimed to be Napoleon in a previous life! And he, ironically, often

said, “Do you know who I am? I am Charlemagne.” But in the

greater scheme of things, what difference does it make? Everyone

has had innumerable previous lifetimes
—

“as many as the sands in

the river Ganges,” as the ancient texts say. All life is life after death.

It is folly to speak of the remembered lifetime as the only one! Nor
should one identify with a remembered life of fame or power more
than with one of humble circumstance.

Another important element is this: it is very difficult, if not im-

possible, to accurately interpret the data from former existences

unless one is of a psychic bent himself. Even then mistakes can be

made. Karmic connections and motivations are often vague, as I

said earlier when we were discussing karma, and rarely can you

easily relate a cause in one lifetime with an effect in another.
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The Moral Effects

T
here are obvious moral implications inherent in the law of

rebirth and its other half, karma. To remember the pain-produc-

ing actions of one’s previous lives, and to see their consequences in

subsequent lives, lead one to the inescapable conclusion that in a

basic sense we are the masters of our destiny. We ourselves are

responsible for our life situation, be it good or bad. The salubrious

effect of this belief has not been lost on the millions of Buddhists

and other believers who look to themselves as the cause of their

tribulations. One who is certain that sooner or later—it not in this

life then in some other—what is reaped will be in accord with what

has been sown will think twice before committing some evil.

The noted Orientalist Max Muller, speaking of rebirth, wrote:

Whatever we may think of the premises on which this

theory rests, its influence on human character has been

marvelous. If a man feels that what, without any fault of

his own, he suffers in this life can only be the result of

some of his former acts, he will bear his sufferings with

more resignation, like a debtor who is paying off an old

debt. And if he knows besides that in this life he may

o o



Further Implications of Rebirth

actually lay by moral capital for the future, lie has a mo-
tive for goodness . . . Nothing can be lost.25

There is more evidence of the moral effect this belief exerted on
people in times past. A British census of approximately one hun-

dred years ago gave these figures on crimes committed in India:

“Among Europeans, 1 conviction for every 274 people; among na-

tive Christians, 1 in every 799 people; among Buddhists, 1 for

every 3,787 people.”26

Two indispensable elements produce the deep awareness essen-

tial to establishing moral behavior. They are a concern for the kar-

mic consequences of our actions in subsequent existences, and an

uncertainty about the fruits those actions will bear. To be unable

to establish the specific incident from a previous lifetime which

produced our suffering in this life, and yet to affirm, “My own
acts are the ultimate cause,” is indicative of a deeply spiritual

orientation.

Heredity, Environment, or Karma?

Physical characteristics are not intrinsic to the life force or

thought force that passes over from death to rebirth. What is inher-

ited from our previous lives is manifested through genetic constitu-

tion, external circumstances, and certain tendencies. Fears,

affinities, and various other emotional inclinations may also pass

over. The interplay of external conditions with karmic forces molds

and influences the new being, who also has the power to alter his

circumstances. While it is axiomatic that a baby born to black par-

ents will be black, or one born to Caucasians will be white, there is

nevertheless a wide range of characteristics over which the individ-

ual’s attitude has its pull. Francis Story describes it this way:

Here the principle of attraction comes into play; the

thought force gravitates naturally towards what is most in

affinity with it, and so to some extent creates, and cer-

tainly modifies, its circumstances. These also act upon
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the awakening consciousness, so that heredity and envi-

ronment both have a share in molding the new personal-

ity. If the past karma was bad, these external conditions

will reflect that “badness,” so that it is only by a new

effort of will that the mind can rise above their influence

and fashion for itself a better destiny.

27

Of course, some people might look similar, if not the same, from

lifetime to lifetime—provided, of course, they are born as humans

each time. There are many intriguing cases of people with unusual

physical characteristics who claim to have had those identical

marks in a previous life. Birthmarks, too, may well be an inherited

physical karmic tendency, since no one knows why certain people

have them and others do not. Stevenson has been doing some fasci-

nating research on birthmarks for over a decade. Comparing the

past-life memories of children who have unusual birthmarks and

birth defects with postmortem reports of injuries in their alleged

previous life, he has found a correlation between the injuries in the

previous life and the birthmarks in the present. He feels that these

records will “provide the strongest evidence we have so far in favor

of reincarnation .”28

If our physical and emotional characteristics did come solely

from heredity and environment, how would one explain the un-

usual circumstances surrounding identical twins separated at birth?

Studies have shown the astonishing similarities of these twins’ be-

havior, including such things as the names of people they married,

dates of marriage, names and ages of their children, and predilec-

tions in clothing, food, hobbies, and occupations. Even if it were

true that all these coincidences were purely a result of their shared

genetic background, there is still room for consideration of karma

and rebirth’s having exercised an influence on their lives. Why is

this so? Because everyone chooses his or her future parents. Thus,

from a Buddhist point of view, we also choose the appropriate ge-

netic influences, as well as the immediate pre- and postnatal envi-

ronment, that will affect our future behavior.

It can be said that heredity and environment are, on the physical

plane, the manifestations of the spiritual laws of rebirth and karma.
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Since it is virtually impossible to isolate which of the factors

—

karma, genetics, or environment—is exerting the most influence

on a person’s life, all one can do is to say the data supports both

explanations, and to bear in mind that karma is transmitted in part

through heredity and environment. As we know, the genes an indi-

vidual receives from his ancestors through his parents are only one

contribution to the personality .

29

Without some belief in karma and rebirth, how would one ex-

plain, for example, such occurrences as early childhood phobias,

the spontaneous development of extraordinary abilities in children,

incidents of transsexuality, idiot savants, childhood autism, child

prodigies born to ordinary parents, and even exceptionally strong

preferences dating from infancy? Those who believe in rebirth

have no trouble accepting that these phenomena are related to or

stem from incidents that took place in past lives. “It is only if re-

birth is taken to mean the transmigration of a ‘soul, writes Fran-

cis Story, “that there is any conflict between [rebirth] and the

known facts of genetics .”30 One geneticist with whom I spoke told

me, “No geneticist who is not a Nazi would try to make a strong

case for the immutable determination of behavior by the genes.

There is hard evidence that our genetic makeup may predispose us

to certain patterns of behavior. Nevertheless, other factors also play

important determining roles .”31 Clearly, then, biological and socio-

logical explanations still leave many questions unanswered.

Parents, Children, and Rebirth

The karmic bond between parent and child is very strong. Since

parents are the vehicles for our births, we owe them a tremendous

debt of gratitude. We are attracted to and born through parents

(one or both) with whom we have a karmic affinity. That affinity

also forges the bond between them and us. In healthy family rela-

tionships it is the unconditional love children feel from their par-

ents that supports them throughout their lives. Human children

have an exceptionally long period of total dependence, and without

the love and help of parents or another adult, they cannot survive.
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It has actually been shown that infants who are deprived of love

will fail to thrive and may even die. They become depressed and

withdrawn, showing signs of both physical and psychic distress.

Think of all the times you’ve seen movies or heard stories of a

young man on the threshold of death calling out to his mother or

father. For better or worse, our parents’ influence—their presence

or absence, their care or lack of it, their morals or debaucheries,

their ideals or hypocrisy—pervades our lives, even as we simulta-

neously affect our parents.

Now, one question that arises is, if beings are so strongly at-

tracted to their parents, how do you explain miscarriages and still-

births? Or, even more puzzling why would a mother abort her

child? Actually, the great anguish these events cause for the par-

ents, especially the mother, is evidence of the strong attraction that

exists between the parents and the unborn child. Only the rare

mother-to-be is indifferent to the fact of her pregnancy and the

child she carries. It is not uncommon for women to be more careful

of their bodies during this time: they stop drinking alcohol and

caffeine, stop smoking, start exercising, and begin eating more bal-

anced meals—all for the sake of their babies. Unfortunately, there

are also cases of mutually negative attachment, such as when the

being-to-be is drawn to a drug addict who makes no attempt to

cure her addiction for the sake of the baby.

Negative mutual attachment is also evident in cases of abortions

undergone without coercion. Although the unborn being is at-

tracted to a particular set of parents, the mother, because of karmic

circumstances at the time of conception, is unable to acquiesce in

the being’s choice of her as a mother. Talking with women who

were contemplating an abortion, I have seen the confusion, anxiety,

and pain which they faced. Their decision to abort was made in

anything but a casual or indifferent manner and was arrived at after

much deep searching. There was an undeniable bond between the

mothers and these unknown beings within them—a bond that was

severed with great pain. It is important to recognize that more than

one set of causes must be present for someone to be reborn, the

will to live being only one cause. Also indispensable are parents

who are physically able to reproduce, and the mother’s willingness
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to carry the baby throughout the pregnancy. This is not to say that

the mother is responsible for miscarriages and stillbirths. There
can be, however, contributing factors of both a physical and a kar-

mic nature that make the pregnancy impossible to continue. Re-

member that the being-to-be is only one half the picture. While it

has its karmic impulse to be born, the mother also has her karma,

one which might not include having a child at that time.

Another possibility is that the karma of the unborn child was not

strong enough to carry him throughout the pregnancy. Perhaps his

karmic bond with the mother was tenuous; or perhaps, due to ef-

fects stemming from causes in previous lifetimes, he was only able

to sustain a short existence in this life. We really don’t know.

In the case of early miscarriages, it may be that the life force

never joined with the ovum and sperm to produce a viable embryo.
But this, too, is conjecture. Orthodox Buddhist psychology believes

that from the moment of conception the being-to-be has a mind
that is aware at a "bare state of subconsciousness identical with the

. . . adult consciousness during dreamless sleep .”32

You can see, then, that the sad occurrences of miscarriages, still-

births, and abortions do not mean that the craving for life and at-

traction to the parent are absent; rather, these events mean that

there are additional karmic factors at work.

Rebirth and Special Affinities and Aptitudes

A person who is immersed in a certain endeavor throughout his

life—for example, mathematics—can become so obsessed with the

subject that it becomes the focal point of his existence. The same
can be said of music, dance, art, sports—the list could go on and
on. Such a passion would decidedly affect a person’s karma and

subsequent rebirth.

As we know, there are many children who seem to inherit the

aptitudes of one or both of their parents for such things. If a father

is an artist and his daughter is similarly inclined, someone is bound
to say, “She gets her talent from her father.’’ And if neither the

father nor the mother has a skill that their child displays, you will

probably hear, “It must have come from Grandpa,” or Great
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Auntie, or someone else in the family tree. But occasionally a child

develops a talent that cannot be so easily explained—no one in the

family has ever had this ability to anyone’s knowledge. Might it be

possible that the child possessed his or her talent even before being

born into this life?

Consider the uncanny abilities of child prodigies. From ancient

times to the present there have been numerous instances of re-

markable children who have displayed extraordinary precocity in

such fields as music, art, language, science, or mathematics. It is

common knowledge that Mozart, who was born into a musical fam-

ily, was composing by the age of four, but we must also consider

Handel, whose interest in music was roundly discouraged by his

parents. There are many other cases of children who developed

outstanding talents at an early age, such as Giannella de Marco,

who in 1953 at the age of eight conducted the London Philhar-

monic Orchestra; Dimitris Sgouros, who at the age of seven gave

his first solo piano recital, and at the age of twelve graduated from

the Athens Conservatory of Music with the first prize and the title

of professor of piano; Marcel Lavallard, who was an accomplished

artist by the age of twelve; and Tom Wiggins, the blind child of a

slave, who was a concert pianist by the age of four, despite the fact

that his intelligence was so low he could barely speak. Yet never

has science adequately explained why such phenomena occur. Is it

not more plausible to believe that these remarkable cases stem sim-

ply from accomplishments in a former life? Dr. Leslie Weather-

head suggests that rebirth is the answer:

Is it an accidental group of genes that makes a little

girl of eight a musician far in advance of grown men and

women, who have slaved for many years in that field? Is

it a piece of luck that a boy of fourteen can write perfect

Persian? If so, life seems unjust as well as chancy. Or is

it that they have been here before? Plato believed whole-

heartedly in reincarnation, and his famous 'Theory of

Reminiscence” asserted that “knowledge easily acquired

is that which the enduring self had in an earlier life, so

that it flows back easily.” In the dialogue Meno, Socrates
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shows that an untutored slave boy knew mathematical

facts which in this life had never been taught him. “He
had forgotten that he knew them ... To Socrates it was

self-evident that the boy’s capacity was the result of an

experience he had had in a previous lifetime.”

One wonders why men have so readily accepted the

idea of a life after death and so largely, in the West, dis-

carded the idea of a life before birth.33

Near-Death Experiences

It was primarily the research and writing of Dr. Elisabeth

Ktibler-Ross in the mid-1970s that brought the phenomena of

near-death experiences to light. She stirred up a great deal of con-

troversy when she claimed that the extraordinary similarities in

hundreds of stories from people who had had near-death experi-

ences proved that there was life after death. At first she found that

many people were reluctant to discuss their experiences for fear of

being labeled insane. But when they did talk about what had hap-

pened to them, she was struck by the harmony and beauty of what

others assumed was an ordeal.

In the last twenty-five years, so many people have reported these

episodes that there are now even clubs where people can compare

what happened to them. A Gallup poll reported that “35 percent

of those who had suffered a brush with death had felt the near-

death phenomenon. Using those figures, Gallup estimated eight

million Americans have undergone such experiences.”34

Ktibler-Ross claimed that many of the people who underwent

these experiences “resented our desperate attempts to bring them

back to life. Death is the feeling of peace and hope. Not one of

them has ever been afraid to die again.”35 Other studies have shown

that people who have undergone a near-death episode become

more sensitive, more religious, and less materialistic than they were

before. Experiencers often find themselves consumed with a desire

to be of service to others. Dr. Bruce Greyson, a psychiatrist at the

University of Connecticut Health Center, says that “The most com-
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mon aftereffect is that they no longer are afraid of dying. They are

freed up to live their lives .”36

A couple of years ago I talked at some length with one of my

students who had had a near-death episode. He was in the hospital

when he stopped breathing. He said that he felt himself gently float

out of his body and that he watched the frantic efforts to resuscitate

him. He told me he was able to read a small sign on the other side

of the room. He could also see his doctor’s distraught face, even

though the doctor’s back was to him, and he was able to read the

doctor’s thoughts. Later, when my student was past the crisis, he

spoke with his doctor, who verified what he (the doctor) had been

thinking at the time. My student said he felt great peace and won-

dered what all the fuss was about. In the end, the thought of leaving

his wife and children made him decide to return to his body, albeit

reluctantly.

The experience had a dramatic effect on this man. Soon after he

regained his health, he sold his business and went into a different

line of work—one that he had always wanted to be in but that had

before seemed impossible. He also made several other major

changes in his lifestyle—all for the better. And he told me that the

experience totally erased all fear of death. ‘Death,’’ he said, “has

completely lost its mystery for me. I am absolutely not afraid to

die.”

What is going on here? Some physicians dismiss these reports as

no more than hallucinations caused by chemical reactions in the

brain—reactions induced either by lack of oxygen or by drugs in

the system. Others admit that they really haven’t the foggiest no-

tion as to what’s going on, but that obviously something is hap-

pening.

From a spiritual point of view, something indeed is going on.

What these people are experiencing is the initial phase of the jour-

ney to rebirth, the first stage of death. The near-death experience

is analogous to taking an airplane trip to a foreign country very

different from our own and barely getting out of the airplane at the

aiq^ort. Many experiences await you, as they do for everyone else

on board, but until you actually leave the airport and begin your

sojourn, your experience and those of the other passengers are
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roughly equal. Many people who have had a near-death experience,

and researchers too, mistake these experiences as the afterlife, not

realizing that there are stages of death leading to inevitable rebirth

in another existence.

We see in the laws of karma and rebirth the very keynotes to the

evolution of humankind. Swami Paramananda superbly summa-
rizes the beauty of these laws:

Reincarnation is not, as is supposed by many hasty

thinkers, a pagan doctrine; it has its roots in the very

foundation of the spiritual world. It explains the incon-

gruity of life in the light of reason. It offers us consolation

in the deepest sense. It makes clear that our disadvan-

tages and our sufferings are not imposed upon us by an

arbitrary hand, but are the fulfillment of just laws. Also it

teaches us that our lost opportunities are not taken away

from us forever. We are given new chances that we may
learn, that we may evolve . . . Nothing of real value is

ever lost, nor our misdeeds, our cruel and treacherous

acts, forgotten until we have atoned for them. It is not

that some being is keeping account of our thoughts and

deeds, but we ourselves keep a complete record . . . and

we reap the sum total of these thoughts and deeds in our

every embodiment .

37

The most profound mysteries of life and death are within our

grasp. If we understand that life holds the secret of death, just as

death embodies the secret of life, we can live with greater peace in

our hearts and greater love for all living beings.
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LIVING WILLS

W E live in a world of ever-expanding medical treatment

options, where more decisions are the responsibility of patients

than ever before. 1 Some of the most important medical decisions

we will ever make arise as we near the end of our lives. By prepar-

ing adequately for death we not only reduce the decision-making

burden on our families, we also engender greater clarity in our-

selves. The best way to plan for death is to:

1.

create advance medical directives, setting forth in

writing our wishes as best we can;

2.

appoint a health care agent to deal with the unex-

pected circumstances that are sure to arise; and

3.

find out what kinds of end-of-life assistance are avail-

able from our physician.

Living with Technology

In the developed world, life has become inextricably integrated

with technology. We are bom, live and die in an engineered realm.

Eighty percent of us die in hospital beds. 2
It is said that “Nature

never failed the heart that loved her,” but for most of us, that love

is one-sided. We are but half-hearted naturalists. We welcome the

joy of natural good health, but we fight against the equally natural

ills to which we are also susceptible.

This supplement was written by Casey Frank, a senior disciple of Roshi Philip

Kapleau and an attorney working in the area of bioethics.
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Through medicine we reduce pain and disability and improve

the quality and length of life. We explicitly choose when to do much

that in the past would simply have happened to us. We control

reproduction, extend life, and have an increasing number ol op-

tions around how we die. End-of-life choices evoke profound con-

cerns and anxieties, both because they are unfamiliar to us and

because they are of ultimate consequence. However, they are

the ineluctable extension of a world where autonomy has become

paramount.

The Rise of Patient Autonomy

Historically, physician beneficence toward patients was the con-

trolling principle of medical practice. More recently, patient auton-

omy has become the ascendent ethic .

3 Autonomy is usually seen as

the right to refuse treatment. This right became rooted in law fol-

lowing a landmark case where it was ruled that: “Every human

being of adult years and sound mind has a right to determine what

shall be done with his own body.’ 4 Patient autonomy has also ex-

panded to encompass the right of surrogates to refuse treatment

on behalf of patients 5 and a patient’s limited right to die .

6 A diffi-

culty arises when we cannot make or communicate our wish to

receive treatment—or to be left alone.

This determination of when we are actually unable to make and

communicate our own medical treatment decisions is usually made

by the treating physician, who tests whether we lack the capacity to

give informed consent. Informed consent requires that we under-

stand the risks and benefits of any medical decision. It is limited to

that issue alone.

Our treatment decisions must be voluntary and informed—that

is, based on adequate information supplied to us by our physician.

Properly, physicians look to see that we:

1. express treatment choices;

2. understand and retain sufficient medical information

over time;
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3. are able to articulate relevant issues; and

4. can do a simple risk-benefit analysis.

Next, we must be able to communicate our choices clearly. Ifwe
are unconscious, delirious, or paralyzed, this is obviously impossi-

ble and makes informed consent unrealizable. It is, in effect, the

same as mental incapacity. Thus, it is vital that we plan ahead while

we have the time and faculties. The best way to do this is by creat-

ing written advance directives. Everyone who is not a minor should

do this. Some of the most famous and contentious situations re-

garding patient autonomy have involved people who were in their

twenties and in good health before they became incapacitated, like

Karen Quinlan and Nancy Cruzan.

Advance Directives

Advance directives allow a patient not only to refuse unwanted

treatment but also to request it as desired. The purpose of advance

directives is to predict our future treatment decisions and provide

guidance to caregivers and family members. These directives usu-

ally come into play only when a patient is unable to give informed

consent directly, as discussed above. If a patient doesn’t provide

guidance for future decisions, then families and physicians must

make these decisions in an atmosphere of urgency and uncertainty.

Directives give voice to a patient’s views when they cannot be

voiced directly. They do not deprive a person of personal autonomy

but preserve and extend it into the future.

These advance directives have become more popular since they

were used by President Nixon and Jackie Kennedy. President Bill

Clinton and Hillary Clinton have also announced their intention to

provide advance directives for their own care and treatment. 7 All

federally funded hospitals must provide written guidance for creat-

ing directives upon the admission of a patient (although they can-

not require their creation). 8

What if you become incapacitated before creating an advance

directive? If you have no close relative, a guardian may need to be

appointed. The power of a guardian is based on a court order is-
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sued after a formal hearing. A guardian must aet in the best inter-

ests of the incapacitated person .

9 A court-appointed guardian is less

subject to challenge than a health care agent. The procedure of

appointing a guardian is more expensive and time-consuming than

that of creating advance directives and thus is utilized only as a last

resort. As a practical matter, as long as there are written directives

or, alternately, if there is someone to speak for the patient and

there is no conflict among family members, a guardian should not

be necessary .

10

Health Care Agents

The most important advance directive appoints a health care

agent, also known as a surrogate, or proxy, who can make decisions

on behalf of a patient. The majority of health care decisions that

need to be made involve day-to-day care and treatment or place-

ment options—not just “pulling-the-plug. Because there is no way

to address every medical possibility in advance, it is essential to

have an agent who can respond to the unforeseeable.

An in-depth discussion of your options with your physician is

essential to clarify your own wishes. You must then communicate

your decisions and your sensibilities to your agent. Though the di-

rective appointing the agent should be in writing, nothing can re-

place face-to-face communication in helping an agent understand

your views. You should also discuss these issues with your family,

to avoid surprises and reduce the possibility of dissension later on.

The legality of withholding food and water is a special case in

many states. Often food and water cannot be withdrawn unless all

treatment has also been withheld. Further, the presumption that a

patient wants them is stronger than for less "essential” treatments.

Thus, you should express your wishes explicitly in writing if you

wish to have food and water withheld, and vou should clarify under

what circumstances this measure should be implemented.

Living Wills

The best known advance directives are living wills, written to

prohibit the excessive prolonging of the dying process. Living wills
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are valid only if a patient is in a terminal medical condition from

which there is no reasonable expectation of recovery. Living wills

are limited to refusal of treatment. Because they are limited in what

they cover, they are no substitute for the appointment of an agent.

Another limitation of living wills with no agent is that they may be

ignored by your physician unless you have an agent to interpret and

facilitate them .

11 However, if your state legally allows it, a com-

bined directive, which both appoints an agent and gives specific

instructions though a living will, is ideal. Further, if you have no

one to act as your agent, a living will can afford the best opportu-

nity for expressing your wishes.

Remember, advance directives on the whole are not limited to

mere refusal of treatment. They are also your opportunity to com-

municate the level of treatment you desire. For example, your ad-

vance directive can specify the desired level of pain relievers you

wish to receive and in what circumstances food and water should

be withheld. Advance directives give us the opportunity to share

our personal decisions about these issues.

Some Troublesome Issues

One makes a directive while still somewhat distant from the

events that it addresses. Usually people who have chosen to forego

life-sustaining treatments do not later change their minds .

12 The
very process of creating an advance directive helps you to think

through and stabilize your treatment choices. But there have been

cases where people have recovered from an unconscious condition

thought to be irreversible 13 and this, understandably, raises a dis-

turbing question about the wisdom of withholding life-sustaining

treatments. However, these are rare exceptions. Very few persons

rendered unconscious by trauma for months ever return to func-

tional lives .

14

Another emerging risk of advance directives is the possibility

that they may leave a patient at the mercy of a financially frugal

HMO or an unscrupulous nursing home administrator, who might

want to save money by withholding treatment prematurely, inad-
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vertently hastening a patient’s death. This problem can be miti-

gated by having a health care agent.

Resources

Forms to guide the creation of advance directives are available

from Choice in Dying, 200 Varick Street, New York, NY 10014,

Tel: (800) 989-9455; website: www.choices.org; email: cid@choices.

org. In Europe, contact the World Federation of Right-to-Die So-

cieties, 61 Minterne Avenue, Norwood Green, Southall, Middlesex,

England UB2 4HP; Tel: (44)181-574-3775.

You may wish to have your lawyer draw up your advance direc-

tives. It is advisable to use the form accepted in your state, although

you can customize it to suit your choices. Using your state’s ac-

cepted form ensures that it will be legally enforceable and familiar

to your health care provider. Have your directives witnessed by two

adults and notarized. And it is essential to give copies to your doc-

tor, your lawyer, close family members, and anyone else who might

be in a position to make—or contest—a decision about your medi-

cal treatment. Keep a copy of the directives in a very convenient

place readily available in an emergency.

Physician Assistance for the Dying
*

So-called physician-assisted suicide has polarized public opinion

in the United States. Adamant opponents liken it to Nazi eugenics;

adamant supporters cast it as a simple question of personal free-

dom. “Physician assistance for the dying'' is really a better way to

describe this process, as a patient’s quest for a dignified death and

a physician’s assistance at the end of life involve much more than

the solitary issue of assisted suicide. Pain relief, other palliative or

comfort care, mutual communication, respect for the autonomy of

the patient, and respect for the judgment of the physician are all

important. We need to explore these issues with our physicians

while we are lucid, so we can understand what kind of help might

be provided to us.

Many see a physician’s role to be that of a collaborator with his
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patients—one that continues until death itself. This goes beyond

the mere prolongation of life and could even include helping some-

one to die .

15 Certainly most physicians strive to help their patients

heal without wanting to consider the final option. However, some

incurably ill patients suffer mightily in spite of the best efforts of

their physicians .

16 Although physician assistance in dying invokes

legitimate concerns, it would be overly partisan to reject it out of

hand .

17 Following is a discussion of several key issues in this debate.

Untreated Mental Illness

Physician assistance in dying should only follow the patient’s

competent, settled decision to die. Mental states where we cannot

grasp the consequences of our decision, treatable clinical depres-

sion, or temporary feelings of despair may make death seem desir-

able .

18 In these circumstances, physician-assisted suicide cannot be

justified. The consequences of an intentional death are so great

that they must be reflected upon with deliberate seriousness, as

discussed earlier in the section “Suicide and Euthanasia.”

Untreated Physical Symptoms

The wish to die is often related to unrelieved or under-treated

physical pain. For this reason, all options to relieve a patient’s phys-

ical pain should be thoroughly explored before physician-assisted

suicide is considered. A much-needed emphasis on palliative care,

including pain-relief, is gaining support in many states. Hospice

physicians and oncologists are among the most skilled in adequate

pain relief.

19

Vulnerability of the Disenfranchised

Members of minorities, the disabled, the elderly, and the poor

are especially vulnerable to the inherent biases that characterize

society. Consequentially, these groups fear that, since they are dis-

enfranchised, they may be more likely to be encouraged to die.

Surveys appear to show that this is why a clear majority of the poor,
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the elderly and blacks oppose legalization of physician-assisted sui-

cide, even though an overall majority of Americans support it.
20

Physicians ' Objections

Even ifwe accept that patient autonomy has become paramount,

physicians should not be required to sacrifice their own moral in-

tegrity to meet the patient’s wishes. 21 Many physicians make a clear

distinction between their duty to “first do no harm” and assisting a

patient to intentionally end his or her life. They are concerned that

such assistance will dilute the mission of the profession. Physicians

with good-faith conscientious objections could simply excuse them-

selves from participation. The recently proposed laws that would

legalize physician assistance in dying would also protect physicians’

right to do so.
22

The Law

In 1991, Dr. Timothy Quill published an explicit account of his

efforts to assist a severely ill patient to die. 23 Although the actions

described were widely practiced and ages-old, they had usually

been performed sub-rosa .

24 Indeed, one of Dr. Quill’s aims was to

stimulate an open discussion of these practices and to end their

secretive application.25

Two legal cases, including one in which Dr. Quill was the defen-

dant, were combined and decided by the U.S. Supreme Court. The

Court ruled that the right to die can be limited by states to the

patient’s refusal of treatment. Thus, no patient currently has a right

to affirmative assistance in dying under the U.S. Constitution. 26 In

some states such assisted suicide still constitutes manslaughter. 27

Until states give physicians license to act freely in concert with

their patients at the end of life, patients are limited to explicitly

refusing treatment and to receiving treatments that are classified as

having a “double effect.” For example, the administering of opiates

to reduce pain can have the added effect of suppressing respiration

and shortening life. The intended effect is pain relief; the unin-

tended but unavoidable—and thus permitted—effect can be death.
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Conclusion

According to a recent study, 53 percent of physicians treating

AIDS victims have assisted a patient in dying.28
Is it better to ac-

cept this reality or hold hist to an older view of a doctors role? The
American Medical Association opposes physician-assisted suicide

and submits that better care will eliminate the need. 29 Others have

suggested criteria for the direct regulation of physician assistance

in dying. 50
Clinical criteria, guidelines, and the necessary forms are

available from some physician groups, in spite of the fact that the

process is currently illegal.
31 Resolution of this momentous issue is

nowhere near consensus, so it must be resolved by each of 11s as

best we can.
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HOSPICE CARE

T
he hospice movement, which has so revitalized the care oi

the terminally ill in England and America, was begun by health

care professionals who were dissatisfied with the quality ol care

available to those whose diseases could not be cured and who were

nearing death. Typically, before hospice, these patients found

themselves in the intensive care unit of a hospital, treated more

like an object or a diseased entity than a dying human being, de-

spite the very best of intentions. Instead of being lent support and

comfort in their last hours, they were stripped, willy-nilly, of their

dignity and composure by the very institutions and machines de-

signed to help them. Alternatively, those who were nearing death

would have been at home, isolated from loved ones by mutual ex-

haustion, by feelings of uncertainty and guilt, by the disease and its

pain, or by the sedation prescribed to blunt that pain.

The family of the dying patient is often beset with stresses

—

physical, emotional, spiritual, and financial—that very often lead to

disease, both physical and mental, in the bereaved. Meanwhile, for

the dying patient these stresses are not uncommonly exacerbated

by medical protocols and an institutional environment designed for

those who will recover, not for those who are dying.

The search for a better context in which to care for the dying led

to a rediscovery of the medieval concept of hospice. The word hos-

pice comes from the Latin word for hospitality; and the medieval

hospice, or place of hospitality, opened its doors to those who most

needed help: the pilgrim, the traveler far from home, the sick, and

those with incurable diseases. Some hospices were large, well ap-
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pointed, and famous—such as the hospice of the Knights Hospital-

ler at Rhodes—while others must have been the simplest of

cottages; but all had in common the ideal of service. Whether run
by monks or nuns, members of lay orders, or simply those who felt

a vocation of caring, hospices, at their best, embodied a spiritual

attitude that has all but vanished in the evolution of the modem
hospital.

Of course, much of the problem has to do with attitudes about
death that we have in the West. Arnold Toynbee put it, “Death is

un-American.” Death threatens our cherished myths—of technical

omnipotence, of the forever fresh and conquerable frontier, of the

permanence of our productions. Our denial of death amounts to a

denial of life, and in this milieu the modern hospice has arisen as a

compassionate affirmation of life, with power to heal the living as

well as the dying. Hospices, both ancient and modern, are built on
the quiet confidence that death, like life, is a kind of pilgrimage,

though a beginningless and endless one.

In a hospice setting the patient is seen not as a person with an

incurable and terminal disease, but as a person with symptoms (for

example, pain) that can be treated and usually controlled to a great

extent. This palliative care is not aimed primarily at extending life

but at increasing the quality of that life. Symptoms are treated as

synergistic, that is, they are not regarded as being in isolation from

each other. As one British hospice director says to his staff: “Don’t

just treat the pain, treat the situation.” All this results in a positive

attitude among hospice workers, the patient, and the family. The
foremost goal of hospice care is an alert, pain-free existence for

patients in order to help them live as fully as possible until they

die.

Most hospices encourage people to remain at home, where this

is appropriate, since inpatient care is limited by space to those who
need it most. More important, when the family can provide a sub-

stantial portion of the care, there is a greater chance for personal

growth, for resolution of long-standing family problems, and, after

the patient’s death, there is less chance of guilt and self-doubt. Vol-

unteers are often crucial in assisting the family to keep a person
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home through difficult experiences. Hospice stall is on call twenty-

four hours per day, seven days per week.

All hospices offer some type ot inpatient care. Inpatient care can

be in a stand-alone hospice building or in a designated unit on a

hospital floor where the staff has been trained in hospice work. But

what is universal in these settings is that the patient will be allowed

to rest, their pain will be skillfully addressed, and their family will

have unlimited access.

An important part of a well-run hospice program is the volun-

teers who assist it. Volunteers often seem able to meet a patient on

the patient s own ground. Because no one is paying them to work,

they are uniquely able to help a patient keep his or her sense of

self-worth. Volunteers are an important part of the spiritual atmo-

sphere of a hospice, and they frequently become closer friends of

the dying than professionals are able to. By providing respite for

the family, sitting vigil at the time of death, or by just providing a

caring presence for the dying, they bring the spirit of hospice to

life.

Hospice is now widely available. There are over twenty- five-

hundred hospices across the United States. Hospice care is fully

covered by Medicare and Medicaid as well as by most insurers. If

you have a family member you wish to refer to hospice, you may

call the hospice directly or you may wish instead to call your physi-

cian to ask him or her to do this for you. The reason it is helpful to

have the doctor involved in the referral is that the doctor will be

asked by the hospice to state that to the best of his knowledge the

person’s prognosis is less than six months. 1 he patient need not be

aware of the prognosis; he or she only needs to know that no more

aggressive treatment will be sought.

Those who are interested in hospice care should investigate as

much as possible the quality of care provided and the degree to

which hospice principles are followed in a given hospice, using the

same care they would exercise in choosing a doctor.
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Tlu' following organizations supply information on hospice care

National Hospice Organization

1901 N. Fort Meyer Drive, Suite 307
Arlington, VA 22209

(703) 243-5900

The web site is: www. NHO.org

Childrens Hospice International

1101 King Street, Suite 131

Alexandria, VA 22314

(703) 684-0330
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WHAT TO DO UPON

SOMEONE'S DEATH:

A CHECKLIST

T
he following is a list of things that need to be done immedi-

ately following a death. It was compiled, in part, from Ernest

Morgan’s A Aianual of Death Education and Simple Burial and

Deborah Whiting Little’s Home Care for the Dying .

33 If organs are

to be donated—and organs can only be accepted under certain cir-

cumstances of death and condition of the body—the family should

let the hospital know before death. The hospital will contact the

appropriate transplant coordinator, who may get in touch with the

family. The organs of a person who dies at home are not suitable

for donation.

1. Call the person’s physician within an hour after the

death. If the medical examiner or coroner must be

notified, ask the doctor to do so.

If the death occurs in a hospital, advise the nurse

that you believe the person has died. The nurse will

call the doctor to have the person declared dead.

Generally, unless organs are to be donated, the fam-

ily will have plenty of time to say their final farewells

before the body is removed from the room, espe-

cially if the mortician is not notified until the family

has finished.
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2. If the body is being donated to a medical school, call

the school, inform them that the donor has died, and
arrange for transportation.

3. If funeral arrangements have already been made, no-
tify the mortician as to when yon want the body to

be transported.

4. If pallbearers are to be used, select and notify them.
5. Notify anyone else who is to have a role in the ser-

vices.

6. Arrange for family members or friends to take turns
answering the telephone and the door at the home
of the deceased. Keep a careful record of all calls.

7. List immediate family, close friends, and employer
01 business associates of the deceased, and inform
them by telephone of the death.

8. Coordinate the supplying of food for the next few
days and take care of other things that need to be
done, such as cleaning. When coordinating the food
supply, keep in mind the presence of possible out-
of-town relatives and friends.

9. If child care is required, arrange for it.

10.

Arrange accommodations for visiting relatives and
friends.

ii- Decide where memorial gifts can be sent if flowers
are to be omitted. If flowers are to be accepted, de-
cide what is to happen to them after the funeral.

12. Write an obituary for the newspapers. This com-
monly includes the age, place of birth, cause of
death, occupation, college degrees, military service,

organization memberships, any outstanding accom-
plishments, names of survivors in the immediate
family, and names of any memorials set up in lieu of
flowers. It is unwise to list publicly the date and time
of services, as this gives a clear indication to thieves

of when the house of the deceased will be empty.
Deliver the obituary to the appropriate newspa-

per offices; there may be a charge to print it.
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13. If the deceased was living alone, notify the utilities

and the landlord of the death; notify the post office

and indicate where to forward mail.

14. Notify the lawyer and the executor of the estate. Get

original copies of the death certificate, as these will

be required by several institutions.

15. Notify by mail any distant friends and relatives.

16. Investigate possible insurance and death benefits

(Social Security, credit union, trade union, fraternal,

military, and so forth) and any income for survivors

from these.

17. Review all debts and installment payments. There

can be delays in the transfer of assets and in other

financial settlements at the time of death; if such de-

lays will occur, make arrangements with creditors to

delay any payments that do not carry insurance

clauses that would cancel further payments outright.

18. To those who telephoned or sent flowers or other

memorials, as well as those who helped with food,

child care, or other matters, send appropriate ac-

knowledgments and thanks. Include any nurses or

other health care professionals who helped care for

the person prior to death.

19. If the person died at home, arrange for return of any

rented equipment.
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CONSOLING THE IIEIIEAVEO:

DO'S AND DON TS"

1. DO let your genuine concern and caring show.

2. DO say you are sorry about what happened to their loved one
and about their pain.

3. DO allow them to express as much grief as they are feeling and
are willing to share.

4. DO be available to listen, run errands, help with children, or

whatever else seems needed at the time.

5. DO allow them to talk about their loved one as much and as

often as they want.

6. DO talk about the special memories and endearing qualities of

the one who has died.

7. DO reassure them that they did everything they could, that the

medical care their loved one received was the best, or with

whatever else you know to be true and positive about the care

given to the one who died.

8. DO, in asking how they are, be specific. ‘The last time I talked

to you, I remember . .

.”
“I’ve been thinking about you a lot,

and wondering how things are going for you since ...”

9. DO thank them for sharing their pain.

10. DO send them a personal note.

11. DON T say, “It was God’s will,” T know how you feel,” “Time
will heal.”
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12. DON’T say, “God is teaching you to trust Him and increase

your faith.”

13. DON’T say, “Be strong; others need you.”

14. DON’T say, “It could have been worse; at least your wife

lived,” “At least one child made it,” “The baby was a girl and

you wanted a boy,” “The baby would have been retarded.”

15. DON’T say, “These things don’t just happen; there has got to

be a good reason.”

16. DON’T simply say, “How are things going?”

17. DON’T let your own sense of helplessness keep you from

reaching out to a bereaved person.

18. DON’T avoid the grieving because you feel uncomfortable.

19. DON’T avoid mentioning the deceased person’s name out of

fear of reminding the bereaved of their pain.

O 226 O



APPENDIX E
-—

- o—
MEDITATION

What Is Meditation?

A
lthough there are many kinds, meditation at its highest is

a form of mental and spiritual training that aims at stilling and
focusing the normally scattered mind, establishing a measure of
physical and mental repose, and then becoming an instrument for

Self-discovery. Meditation can also be a method of cleansing the
mind of impurities and disturbances, such as lustful desires, hatred,

ill will, indolence, restlessness, worry, and cynical doubt. When the
dusts of these hindrances are wiped from the mind mirror through
disciplined meditation, we come to see things as they are in their

True-nature, undistorted by our mental or emotional colorations.

A lesser fruit of meditation is the strengthening and calming of the
nervous system, and the tapping of physical, mental, and psychic
energies. This last is analogous to a generator-battery; a special

kind of energy (called samadi power) is generated and stored in the
meditator s lower belly, enabling him or her to respond instantly to

urgent situations without strain or wasted effort. Gradually the
winds of anger, greed, and folly subside and the meditator is re-

turned to the stillness of the world of no-thing-ness, the luminous
Void, our true home. In correctly practiced meditation, the prac-

titioner develops greater vitality, equanimity, mindfulness, and a

responsiveness to the circumstances of his life. Meditation, then,

is a healing practice in which the heart is calmed and the spirit

strengthened.
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Meditation at Rest and in Motion

Broadly speaking, meditation embraces much more than formal

sitting (the more common designation for this type of meditation)

in a stable, motionless posture and trying to concentrate the mind.

To enter fully into every act with total attention and clear aware-

ness is no less meditation. “Meditation is to be aware of what is

going on—in our bodies, in our feelings, in our minds, and in the

world :’35

The two, formal meditation and meditation in motion, are mutu-

ally supportive. If you “sit’ every day for a certain period, a special

kind of energy develops; this energy enables you to perform your

daily tasks with singlemindedness and clear awareness. Conversely,

if you perform your daily tasks mindfully—whether working on a

computer, attending meetings, laying bricks, cooking dinner, play-

ing with your children or whatever—it is easier to empty and con-

centrate your mind when you sit in meditation.

Meditation can be done by anybody; it requires no special tal-

ents. Being free of any philosophic or religious content, it is for

anybody and everybody. If you are already meditating, you can eas-

ily adapt your spiritual practice to the meditations that follow.

(Meditations on death and specific meditations for the dying per-

son at the point of death and during the intermediate state between

decease and rebirth are described in the “Death” and “Dying” sec-

tions, respectively.)

Don’t wait until you become seriously ill before beginning to

meditate; start while you are in good health. Faithfully pursued,

meditation will add depth and clarity to your life.

When you are ready to meditate, choose a secluded area—the

privacy of your own room, a basement, an empty attic, a corner of

the backyard, or any similarly isolated place. Since the most intru-

sive sounds are those of the human voice, whether heard directly

or on TV or radio, such sounds should be avoided if possible. Natu-

ral sounds, on the other hand—such as a bird’s singing, a cricket’s

chirping, a cat’s meowing, or a dog’s barking—are ordinarily not a

disturbance to the meditator. Especially felicitous is the pitter-

patter of rain or the steady gushing of a water fountain or waterfall;
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both these sounds can have a calming effect on the mind of the
meditator.

In your meditation, face a wall, curtain, or divider that is unpat-
terned. A plain beige, tan, or cream color is most restful for the
eyes, which are best kept half open. (See “Eyes and Hands.”) A
distance of two to three feet from the wall to your knees is best. If

you sit too close, you may strain your eyes.

Posture

For a normal, healthy person, a stable sitting posture either on a
mat on the floor or in a chair is best. With your body in a stable,

unmoving position, you will not have to contend with as many ran-

dom thoughts as you would if you were constantly fidgeting, for

such thoughts are stirred into activity through movement. If you
have chosen to sit on a mat, begin by taking a comfortable posture
sitting on a firm cushion, preferably in one of several cross-legged
sitting positions .

36 Wear loose, comfortable clothing so that your
circulation is not restricted. To stabilize your body, both knees
should touch the mat or carpet. If your knees are off the mat, your
body is under strain; to relieve the resulting discomfort, you will

constantly move. To avoid a proliferation of random thoughts—the
gi eatest obstacle to concentration—your back needs to be erect

and your head straight, not tipped forward.

Sitting in a straight-back chair can also be an effective way to

meditate. A small cushion can be inserted under your buttocks to

aid in keeping your back erect and your feet firmly planted on the
floor. A Scandinavian-designed kneeling chair may also be used to

good effect.

Even if you are bedridden, you can derive benefits from medita-
tion while lying in bed following these guidelines:

Breathing

Breathing is best done naturally from your lower bell) rather
than your chest, with your attention directed toward a point the
width of four fingers below your navel. The advantage of this is that
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it tends to center your body-mind in that area, thereby preventing

tension from developing in your head and shoulders, reducing the

number of wandering thoughts and soothing the nervous system.

The breath should not be “pushed down” or manipulated in any

way except at the beginning of a round of sitting, when it is advis-

able to take one or two deep breaths, slowly exhaling after each

one, to harmonize breath and mind. While doing this, imagine you

are exhaling all tension and negative thoughts. After that, let your

breath take its own natural rhythm.

Eyes and Hands

Keep your eyes half open and unfocused. (“Unfocused” means

you are not trying to perceive what is in front of you.) Closing them

entirely encourages sleepiness or the incidence of visions of one

sort or another. The most effective position for your hands is in

your lap, palms up, close to your abdomen, with your left hand in

the palm of your right, thumbs lightly touching, and your elbows

close to your body but relaxed. The advantage of this posture is that

it establishes the maximum repose.

How Long to Sit

How long should you meditate at one sitting? This, of course,

depends on the time available to you as well as on the maturity of

your practice. It is advisable to start with a shorter period—say ten

or fifteen minutes each day—and gradually increase the time as

your body-mind accustoms itself to the routine of motionless medi-

tation. It is better to meditate for shorter periods regularly than for

a longer period sporadically.

When to Sit

Is there a best time for sitting? Although early morning is recom-

mended—at that time of day it is quiet, there are few cars on the

street, the telephone normally doesn’t ring, you are rested, and you

haven’t eaten yet—you can meditate at any time.
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Concentrating the Mind

Although there are many methods of concentrating the mind,
the most common and simplest is counting the inhalations and ex-

halations of the breath. When you inhale, think to yourself “One,”
and when you exhale, “Two,” and so on until ten. After that, return
to one and go to ten again. Whenever you lose count or go beyond
ten, return to one and resume the counting. The numbers need not
be \ isualized; you need only concentrate fully on each number.
Avoid simply counting mechanically.

Another method is to be aware of the rhythms of your breath

—

that is, becoming completely one with your inhalations and exha-
lations.

The value of these exercises lies in the fact that all reasoning is

excluded and the discriminative mind put at rest. Thus the waves
of thought are stilled and a gradual one-pointedness of mind
achieved. Be aware that fleeting thoughts which dart in and out of
the mind are not an impediment. Do not try to expel them; simply
concentrate on the counting or the rhythms of the breath.
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Abbreviations: Skt.: Sanskrit; Ch.: Chinese; Sp.: Spanish; ].: Japanese; Tib:

Tibetan

ARS MORIENDI (The Art of Dying): a medieval text on dying, reprinted in

part in the modern book The Craft of Dt/ing.

BARDO (Tib.): the intermediate state between clinical death and rebirth. See
also "The Intermediate Realm.”

BECOMING: stands against “being”; constant change.

BIRTH AND DEATH: see SAMSARA.

BODHISATTVA (Skt.): literally, “wisdom being”; a spiritually awakened in-

dividual who, having attained enlightenment, dedicates himself or herself to

helping others do the same.

BUDDHA (Skt.): a word used in two senses: (1) ultimate Truth or absolute

Mind, and (2) one awakened or enlightened to the true nature of existence.

The Buddha refers to a historical person with the given name of Siddhartha
and the family name of Gautama, who was born around the year 563 B.c. He
was the son of the ruler of the Shakyas, whose small kingdom lay at the foot-

hills of present-day Nepal. Siddhartha was married at sixteen and had a son,

who later became his disciple. At the age of thirty-five, after six years of hard
search and struggle, Siddhartha became surpremely enlightened. Thereafter,

until his death at eighty, he preached to all who would listen, always suiting

his exposition to the capacity of his hearers' understanding. He is regarded
by Buddhists neither as a supreme deity nor as a savior, but is venerated as a

fully awakened, fully perfected human being who attained liberation of body
and mind through his own human efforts.

BUDDHISM: or more precisely, the way of the Buddha. It has two main
branches: the Theravada, mainly found in Southeast Asia, and the Mahavana.
The latter arose in India, whence it spread to Tibet, Mongolia, China, Korea,
and Japan. Zen is a sect of the Mahayana.
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CALAVERAS (Sp.): "living” skeletons; in the Mexican culture Calaveras are

beings who are alive but in another dimension.

CHANTING: intoning of religious works in a blend of harmonic monotones.

To be effective, chanting must be clear, wholehearted, and concentrated,

with the voices of the various chanters merging harmoniously.

CREMAINS: a word entering common usage, coined from “cremation” and

“remains,” to denote the remains of a person whose body has been cremated.

DHARMA (Skt.): a fundamental Buddhist term having several meanings, the

broadest of which is “phenomenon.” All phenomena are subject to the law of

causation, and this fundamental truth comprises the core of the Buddha’s

message.

DUKKHA (Skt.): a word frequently translated as “suffering" or “unsatisfacto-

riness, " but implying much more: pain, grief, affliction, distress, or frustra-

tion.

EGYPTIAN BOOK OF THE DEAD: one of several ancient Egyptian texts

dealing with death and the hereafter.

ENLIGHTENMENT, SELF-REALIZATION, AWAKENING: spiritual

awakening to one’s True-nature and to the Truth lying beyond all dualism

and discrimination. This term has no connection with the eighteenth-century

philosophic movement.

ESP: extrasensory (paranormal) perception.

ESSENTIAL-NATURE: see TRUE-NATURE.

EUTHANASIA: originally an easy and painless death; now refers chiefly to

“the art or method of causing death painlessly so as to end suffering.”

FIVE AGGREGATES, FIVE SKANDHAS: form, sensation, perception,

mental formations, and consciousness. See also skandhas.

FOUR NOBLE TRUTHS: (1) the Universality of Suffering, (2) The Causes

of Suffering, (3) The Cessation of Suffering, and (4) The Path Leading to the

Cessation of Suffering. See also “The Dilemma of Pain.”

HOSPICE: originally a medieval place of shelter for travelers, pilgrims, and

the sick, often run by monks or nuns; now either a residential facility or home

care for the terminally ill. Hospice programs in the United States generally

accept only those patients with six months or less to live. See also Appendix

B, “Hospice Care.”

KARMA: literally, “doing” or “acting”; our thoughts and actions and the con-

sequences flowing from them; cause and effect. See also “Karma” section.
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KOAN
(J., pronounced ko-an

;
Ch. kung-an ): in Zen, a formulation, in baf-

fling language, pointing to ultimate Truth.

MANTRA: a sacred sound or syllable used to meditate on. See also om.

MEDITATION: from the Latin ineditatio, a “thinking over,” “contempla-
tion.” There are many kinds of meditation, but essentially the term denotes
one-pointed concentration on a sacred word or image that is visualized, or on
a concept (such as God or love) that is thought about or reflected on, or both.

METEMPSYCHOSIS: transmigration; the passing of a soul after death into

some other body, either human or animal.

MYTH, not an untrue story, but a truth so majestic, so all-encompassing that

it cannot be embraced within mere fact. For Joseph Campbell, author of The
Power of Myth, it is “a metaphor for what lies behind the visible world.”

MYSTIC: according to Webster’s New World Dictionary, “a person who pro-

fesses to undergo mystical experiences by which he intuitively comprehends
truths beyond human understanding. In Zen a mystic is one who has awak-
ened to the nonduality of the world of phenomena and the world of no-form,
and whose life has been transformed by this unique experience.

NIRVANA (Skt.): extinction of ignorance and craving, and awakening to

inner peace and freedom. Nirvana (with a small n) stands against samsara,
that is, birth and death. See also “Gautama the Buddha.”

NOBLE EIGHTFOLD PATH: the Buddha’s formula leading to awakening.
See also “The Dilemma of Pain.”

NO-MINDEDLY: with the mind totally void of random or distracting

thoughts.

OM (Skt.), also spelled AUM: a sound-symbol of the energy powering the
universe—the energy of which all things are a manifestation; an object of
religious meditation to harness certain energies for healing or enlightenment
purposes.

ONENESS: with a small o, absorption to the point of self-forgetfulness. With
a capital O, the experience of the Void, or no-thing-ness.

PALINGENESIS: from the Greek palm, “again,” and genesis, “generation”;

the doctrine of successive rebirths.

PARINIRVANA (Skt.): literally, complete extinction of craving and ego. Pa-
rinirvana usually refers to the state of perfect emancipation reached by Gau-
tama the Buddha upon his passing away. See also “Gautama the Buddha.”

REINCARNATION: rebirth of a soul in another body. See also “Rebirth
Distinguished from Reincarnation.”
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REPENTANCE: in the Christian tradition, connected with sin, remorse, con-

demnation. In Buddhism, sin is ignorance of the true nature of existence;

repentance is deep regret for one’s basic ignorance and the determination to

overcome it.

ROSHI
(J.):

a title in the Zen sect that means, literally, “venerable teacher'

or “master. It implies long training and that the approval to teach has been

given by one’s own teacher.

SAMADHI POWER: the energy that arises through the complete absorption

of the mind in itself; heightened and expanded awareness; a state of intense

yet effortless concentration. See also “What Is Samadhi?”

SAMS ARA(Skt.): birth and death; the world of relativity, of impermanence,

of constant change.

SKANDHAS (Skt.): The five skandhas or aggregates consist of form, sensa-

tions, perceptions, mental formations, and consciousness. Form comprises

past elements of consciousness that have formed the body and are repre-

sented by the body. These include sense organs, sense objects, and their mu-

tual relationship. Here we have the beginning of individuality and the division

of experience into subject and object. In the second cluster are the feelings

—

that is, the self reacting to its surroundings. These feelings comprise pleasure

and pain, joy and sorrow, disquiet and equanimity. In the third group are the

perceptions of discriminating awareness, which comprise the reflective or

discursive as well as the intuitive faculty of discrimination. In the fourth

group are the mental formations—the forces or tendencies of the will. These

represent the active principle of consciousness. That is, these mental con-

structs are the consequences of past karma and the progenitors of future

karma. They are produced by conscious volition and are what put things to-

gether and build up the patterns of personality and karma. The last compo-

nent is consciousness, which combines and coordinates all the sensory

perceptions. Thus the egocentric self creates its own world instead of perceiv-

ing the world as it really is. The aim of spiritual training is to see into the

ultimate unreality of the ego-I and to transform these five aggregates of the

confused and unenlightened mind into enlightenment, or a selfless-I.

SOUL: “generally taken to mean the sum total of an individual personality,

an enduring ego-entity that exists more or less independently of the physical

body and survives it after death . . . the ‘soul’ is considered to be the per-

sonality-factor which distinguishes one individual from another . .

.’’—Francis

Story.

SRI (Skt.): a Hindu title of address, equivalent to the English “Mr.”; also, an

honorific title applied to a religious or spiritual teacher in the Hindu tradition.
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TANHA (Skt.): commonly translated as “thirst for,” “craving,” “desire.” See
also “Existential Pain: The Four Noble Truths of Suffering.”

TAO (Ch.): see Way.

TATHAGATA (Skt.): the appellation the Buddha used in referring to him-
self. It literally means “Thus-come, the “Thus” indicating the enlightened
state.

TIBETAN BOOK OF THE DEAD: a traditional Tibetan text of instructions

for the dead and dying. According to the Tibetan tradition, it is the work of
the ancient sage Padmasambhava; it tells how to prepare oneself for death
and the passage to rebirth.

TBANSMIGRATION : the passing of a soul into another body after death.

See also Rebirth Distinguished from Reincarnation.”

TRUE-NATURE: see “True-nature Is Not Soul.”

V ISUDDHIMAGGA: a text written in the fifth century A. D. by Buddhaghosa,
a Buddhist monk-teacher.

WAY, TAO: the fundamental principle and reality of the universe; ultimate

Truth.

ZEN
(J.):

an abbreviation of Zenna, which is a transliteration of the Chinese
Channa (or Chan), which in turn is a transliteration of the Sanskrit Dhyana.
This last has many meanings in Hinduism; in Zen Buddhism, however, the

term Zen generally refers to the cultivation, chiefly through meditation, of
one-pointedness, stillness, and stability of the body-mind.

ZEN BUDDHISM: a sect of Buddhism that is free of dogmas and creeds and
whose teachings emphasize the fundamental, personal experience of awaken-
ing and its integration into one’s life.

ZEN MASTER: a person of deep, awakened understanding and compassion
who has integrated his understanding into his life and whose actions reflect

this.
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The renowned Zen teacher Philip Kapleau explores

the subject of death and dying on a personal level,

revealing how we can learn to live life fully at

every moment and die serenely.

‘This is an important and profoundly useful guide for living and dying, reflecting
— —

the long experience and realization of the esteemed Zen Buddhist elder Roshi

Kapleau. Offering a nonsectarian perspective on being with dying, this clearly

written book makes death a truly spiritual experience.”

—Joan Halifax, author of The Fruitful Darkneoo

“Philip Kapleau’s fine book expands on his seminal work The WheelofLife andDeath,

which has supported so many in the early search for the sources of what became

the ‘conscious dying’ movement. It is with a deep gaooho (bow) that we welcome

this new work by an elder on the path we all tread. Thank you Philip.”

“Kapleau draws so effectively and knowledgeably on his own and other religious

traditions, but in a manner that is earthy, so ordinary, so enmeshed in what real

living and real dying involve. The book is very accurately subtitled practical and

spiritual guide’ because it is practical, almost a handbook, not only for dealing

with the painful loss of a friend but with the shock of finitude and the taste of mor-

tality such an occurrence inevitably evokes in ourselves. I am deeply grateful tor

this serene, mature, and credible book. It bespeaks a life spent probing the deep

things of the spirit.
”

Philip Kapleau has studied and taught Zen for forty-five

years. One of the founding fathers of Zen in America, he estab-

lished the Rochester Zen Center in 1966 and has authored

numerous books, including Awakening to Zen and the classic Thtre

PiHaro ofZen.
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