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Preface

In our busy lives, we may not give much thought to our deaths and, indeed, we may be uncomfortable even thinking about death. Perhaps we feel it is too depressing and fear that thinking about death will make us sad; or maybe we fear that thinking about death will take all the joy out of living. Yet in truth, when we actively think about death and prepare for our own deaths, the opposite actually happens: we connect more to the peace, fulfillment, and happiness available in our lives. What’s more, our fear of death starts to disappear.

This book contains Lama Zopa Rinpoche’s essential advice for the time of death and for finding the deepest fulfillment in life. It provides a plethora of practical advice to prepare for your own death—starting now! You will also gain knowledge of the heart practices useful at the time of death, as well as practices that can help others who are dying.

For those who would like to go further with this material, the Foundation for the Preservation of the Mahayana Tradition (FPMT) publishes an expanded version of this book under the title Heart Advice for Death and Dying. In addition, a companion volume called  Heart Practices for Death and Dying offers traditional Tibetan Buddhist practices to benefit the dying and the dead. Both are available from the FPMT at www.fpmt.org/shop.

A book such as this cannot be created without the help of many people. We extend our deepest thanks to Venerable Tenzin Chogkyi  for creating the original outline of the book, to the creators and editors of the Discovering Buddhism program and to the Lama Yeshe Wisdom Archive for providing source material, to Venerable Con-stance Miller and Sherry Tillery for their editorial feedback, and to Josh Bartok of Wisdom Publications for his work in creating this final version that you hold in your hands. We especially thank Kathleen McDonald for her beautiful teachings which provide the introduction to this work, and for her skillful presentation of the meditations at the end of the book. And from the bottom of our hearts we thank Lama Zopa Rinpoche, who, out of his great compassion and kindness, has made these essential heart instructions available for the benefit of all. We hope this book brings everlasting happiness to sentient beings everywhere.

 



Gyalten Mindrol 
FPMT International Office 
Portland, Oregon, USA






Introduction

by Kathleen McDonald


The Buddha told his listeners not to blindly believe what was written in any sacred book or spoken by any holy person, including himself. He said we should always use our own intelligence to check everything out for ourselves and determine for ourselves what is true and false, right and wrong, useful and not useful.



I am writing this introduction a few weeks after the death of my mother. Her death was a difficult experience for me—of course it’s always painful losing someone you love, someone important in your life—but it was also beautiful and inspiring. My mother was diagnosed with advanced-stage cancer in early December and died at home three weeks later. I feel very fortunate that I could stay with her during those last weeks of her life, until her last breath. She was completely accepting of her illness and impending death, was not unhappy or afraid, and instead was peaceful, loving and caring toward others, and even cheerful.

I believe her life and death were an illustration of the main theme of this book: how we die depends on how we live. If we wish to be peaceful and positive at the time of death, we need to develop and live those qualities as much as we can in our life. My mother’s ability to be serene, content, and positive as she neared death was the result of a life of faith, gratitude, optimism, goodness, and kindness to others.

The subject of death makes a lot of people uneasy. We as a culture don’t like to talk, hear, or even think about death. If something related to death comes up in a conversation, there is an often uncomfortable silence—and then, more often than not, we quickly change the subject. Part of our anxiety is because we just don’t know much about death, what to do about it, how to prepare for it. We don’t have courses on “Death Management” at our local community college or adult-education center. This problem has been somewhat remedied over the last forty years or so, thanks to the hospice movement and writers such as Elisabeth Kübler-Ross and Stephen Levine. Death and dying have come out of the shadows, as it were, and are now more acceptable topics of conversation—but there is still a long way to go.

Death is a very important subject in Buddhism. There is a great deal of information on what death is all about, why it happens, how we can prepare for our own death, and how we can help others who are dying. In this book, Lama Zopa Rinpoche shares with us the wisdom of the Tibetan Buddhist tradition on this subject. Some readers may not be familiar with Buddhism, and particularly Tibetan Buddhism, so in this introduction I will explain some basic Buddhist ideas about life, death, and what happens after death.




The Buddhist World View 

There are different ideas about where we come from, why we are here, and what happens to us when we die. Some people believe in a creator who gave us life, intelligence, free will, and a soul that will live forever after death. Other people believe that we are nothing more than a collection of biological substances and processes, and that our life simply ceases when we die, like a flame going out.

The Buddhist explanation is that we are part of a universe in which there are myriad worlds and living beings, continuously coming into existence and going out of existence. This situation is known  as samsara, or cyclic existence. There is no beginning to this process and no creator. The driving force behind everything that happens—in the universe as well as in our individual lives—is karma, the law of cause and effect. More will be said about this later, but in brief, karma means that we experience the results or effects of our actions. It means that in an important way we are the creators of our own experiences.

Cyclic existence is not a perfect, delightful situation, but rather an imperfect, unsatisfactory one. We are born, age, and die—again and again, across moments and across universal spans of time. Between each birth and death, we experience many difficulties: sickness, loss, relationship problems, disappointment, depression, irritation, worries, and all the rest. Of course, not all of our experiences are bad—we have pleasant ones as well, but even those are unsatisfying: they don’t completely free us from our problems, and they don’t ever last.

This may sound depressing, and in fact Buddhism is often misinterpreted as being pessimistic, but the Buddha did not teach only about problems and suffering; he also explained that there is an alternative to samsara: nirvana, or liberation, the state of perfect peace, bliss, and freedom from all problems. Moreover, there is the state of complete enlightenment, or buddhahood, the attainment of which enables us to be of benefit to all beings everywhere. These states are attainable by each and every one of us. In fact, according to Buddhism, that is the ultimate purpose of our life: striving to attain either nirvana—self-liberation from the cycle of birth and death—or enlightenment, in order to help all beings become free. But we don’t have to wait until reaching nirvana or enlightenment for things to improve. In fact, as we progress any distance along the spiritual path, we will experience less suffering and more happiness, and our ability to benefit others will likewise increase.

The Buddha told his listeners not to blindly believe what was written in any sacred book or spoken by any holy person, including himself. He said we should always use our own intelligence to check  everything out for ourselves and determine for ourselves what is true and false, right and wrong, useful and not useful. And indeed we can  know these things for ourselves. Our minds have unlimited potential; the very nature of the mind is clear, pure, and endowed with many positive qualities. This clarity and purity is only temporarily clouded by obstructing factors such as our delusions, our grasping, our fear, as well as past karma—the very things that keep us stuck in samsara. These factors can be purified gradually through spiritual practice, so that the pure, clear “buddha-nature” of our minds can become manifest.

The attainment of enlightenment does not happen instantly. It happens gradually over time, as we engage in spiritual practice, step by step on the spiritual path. And one of the first steps in this process is acknowledging the reality of impermanence of all things, including ourselves and those we love. And this means deeply acknowledging the reality of death.




The Importance of Remembering Impermanence and Death 

The Buddha frequently spoke about impermanence: that things are not fixed and static, but transitory, changing moment by moment by moment. This is true of people and other living beings, everything in nature, and all creations. Nothing will last forever; everything will inevitably die or pass away.

    The Buddha said:


All collections end up running out, 

The high end up falling, 

Meeting ends in separation, 

Living ends in death.





    The Buddha also recommended that we accept, contemplate, and  remain aware of impermanence and death, rather than denying or avoiding this reality. He said:


Of all ploughing, ploughing in the autumn is supreme. 

Of all footprints, the elephant’s is supreme. 

Of all perceptions, remembering death and impermanence is supreme.




Without remembering death and impermanence, we may imagine we will live forever; we may imagine we don’t have to prepare for death. Or we may think that the only purpose in life is to enjoy ourselves as much as possible. Then, with such attitudes, we may become careless about what we do and fail to do what is really important with our life. Unmindful of death, we may act in ways that are selfish, dishonest, or even cruel—harming both others and ourselves. And then in the end, if we live in such a way, we may die with regret and fear.

On the other hand, awareness of the transitory nature of everything leads us to be careful about what we do, and stimulates positive attitudes and behavior. People who have near-death experiences confirm this. These are people who have a close encounter with death, but then have a second chance at life. They come back with a strong sense of the importance of being loving and caring toward others, of the insignificance of materialistic pursuits, and of the crucial importance of having a spiritual dimension in their life.

Fortunately, we don’t have to have a near-death experience to realize these important truths; being consistently mindful of impermanence and death will have the same wholesome effect.




Death Is Not the End of Everything 

According to Buddhism, our present life is just one in a series of lives that stretch far back into the beginningless past, and will continue far into the endless future, until we attain liberation or enlightenment.

A person is a combination of body and mind. The body consists of all the physical aspects of our being: skin, bones, blood, organs, cells, atoms, and so forth. The mind, on the other hand, is non-physical ; it is not made of atoms, cells, or any material substance. The mind consists of all of our conscious experiences: thoughts, emotions, perceptions, memories, dreams, fantasies, and so on. Yet it is not a fixed, static phenomenon, but an ever-changing stream flowing moment-to-moment with experiences. One moment there’s a happy thought or feeling, the next moment an unhappy one. We are loving at one moment, angry at another. Memories of the past and fantasies of the future flow in and out amid perceptions of the present moment. The mind, like a river, is never the same from one moment to the next.

While we are alive, our body and mind have an interdependent relationship: what happens in our minds affects our bodies; what happens in our bodies affects our minds. Even so, the mind-body relationship is transient and ends with death. Death is the point at which the mind separates from the body. Death is not a final end, but rather a gateway to another life. However, what passes from this life to the next is not a fixed, personal identity or soul, but rather the impersonal, ever-changing mind-stream, carrying with it imprints of all we have done in our life: seeds planted in the past that will grow and come to fruition in the future. These imprints determine our future experiences.




Karma 


Karma is a Sanskrit word that literally means “action.” Each time we do an action, an “imprint” is left on our minds that will bring results in the future when the right conditions come together.

Karma can be divided into actions of body, speech, and mind. We create karma with our physical actions, our words, and even with our thoughts. Also, in a general way, karma can be divided into positive and negative, or wholesome and unwholesome. The main factor that determines whether an action of body, speech, or mind is wholesome or unwholesome is the motivation behind it. We create positive karma when we act with the wish to help and not harm others, and when we act with our minds free of delusions such as anger and attachment. The future results of such actions will also be positive, will also be wholesome. On the other hand, when we are motivated by a negative attitude such as anger or attachment, and do actions such as hurting someone, stealing, or being dishonest, we create negative karma. Negative karma will always give rise to unpleasant experiences.

Lama Zopa Rinpoche’s teacher, Lama Thubten Yeshe, used to say that we don’t have to wait until our next life to observe how karma works. Even in this life, in this one day, we can see that our attitudes and behavior at one point in time affect our experiences at a later point; if we look closely, we can see how our past affects us even now.

Karma is not something fixed, like words carved in stone; just because we have done something negative doesn’t mean we will necessarily have to suffer. We can purify our negative karma and not have to experience its suffering results. Karmic purification is a psychological process involving four steps:1. Feeling regret for what we have done;

2. Relying upon helpful objects of refuge, such as the  Buddha or another higher power who is wise, compassionate, and forgiving, as well as on cultivating positive attitudes such as love and compassion;

3. Doing something positive as a remedy to the negative action;

4. Resolving to refrain from repeating the action in the future.



There is no karma that cannot be purified by using these four steps.

Understanding and appreciating the reality of karma means taking responsibility. We realize that we are the creators of our experiences. We can’t blame anyone for our problems, and we can’t expect that someone else can make us happy. This understanding is crucial for our present life: if we want happiness and positive experiences, we must create the right causes; and if we don’t want unhappiness and bad experiences, we must likewise avoid creating their causes even now.

Understanding karma is also essential when we look ahead to the end of our life and after. The very experiences we will have as we are dying and those afterward are determined by our actions in this life. A positive, loving life leads to good experiences at death, while a selfish, destructive life leads to negative experiences at death. And the same is also true for each rebirth: wholesome karma leads to positive rebirths, and unwholesome karma to painful ones.

Aside from karma, another crucial factor that determines our experiences in rebirth is the state of mind we have at death. The reason for this is that most of us will arrive at the end of our lives with a vast collection of both positive and negative karma. Which of these karmic imprints will be the cause of our next life? That is determined by our state of mind as we die. A positive state of mind—accepting, calm, and loving—will activate one of our positive karmic imprints and propel us to a fortunate rebirth. A negative state of  mind—non-accepting, clinging to people or possessions, or angry at what is happening to us—will activate one of our negative karmic imprints, propelling our minds to unfortunate rebirths.

From the Buddhist point of view, this is the main reason for aspiring to die with a positive state of mind.




The Precious Human Life 

According to Buddhism, of all places of rebirth, the best from the point of view of spiritual practice is the human realm. The reason for this is that as human beings we have just the right amount of difficulties to be able to recognize the unsatisfactory situation we are in as unenlightened beings and to aspire to be free from it, but we are not so overwhelmed by problems that we are unable to do anything constructive. Most of the beings in the other realms either have too much suffering or too much pleasure to be able to develop these attitudes. This alone can give us cause for gratitude.

But even in the human realm, not everyone is in the best situation for spiritual practice, so Buddhism speaks of the “precious human rebirth.” This is a particular kind of human life in which we have all the ideal internal and external conditions in which to follow a spiritual path that leads out of suffering and dissatisfaction, to genuine peace, happiness, and enlightenment. These conditions include having access to spiritual teachers and to teachings that show the path to enlightenment, having sufficient faith in these teachings, wanting to learn and practice them, and being supported in our practice by other caring people.

A precious human rebirth does not come about by chance; it is the result of creating certain causes. The main cause of such a life is living ethically, which means refraining from harmful actions such as killing, stealing, lying, and other such clear ways of causing harm. Other important causes are generosity, patience, being energetic  about doing wholesome actions, and making prayers for such a rebirth. We have such a birth now, and that means that if we have a precious human rebirth now, we must have created these causes in our past lives. And if we want such a rebirth next time, we need to create these causes now, in this life.

The usual way in which the precious human rebirth is discussed in the Buddhist teachings is in terms of recognizing that we are extremely fortunate to have such a life. This is because of the many meaningful and beneficial things we can do with this life, for ourselves and others, now and in the future. The precious human rebirth is rare and difficult to obtain, so while we have this opportunity, before it ends, we need to use it wisely and carefully.




Bodhichitta—the Aspiration to Attain Enlightenment 

Enlightenment is a state we can all attain—but we first need to develop bodhichitta, the aspiration to attain enlightenment in order to help all beings. With this motivation, everything we do—even ordinary actions like eating, sleeping, and working—becomes a cause for enlightenment. Lama Zopa Rinpoche says that the best attitude we can have as we die is also that of bodhichitta. Therefore, generating bodhichitta and directing our energy toward enlightenment is the best way to use our human life and our death as well.
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