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We all want to find happiness. But how do we go about it? In this easygoing and clear-sighted guide, celebrated Buddhist meditation and philosophy master His Eminence Khangser Rinpoche provides us with down-to-earth advice on how to train our minds and find our own innate wisdom and kindness along the way. He helps us see the profound insight that is open to us, too, and how it can awaken us to the truth of the way things are. This insight into the truth, and the practices that help us cultivate this awareness, transform suffering into wisdom and compassion—and ultimately joy.


A Monk’s Guide to Finding Joy brings the ancient Tibetan mind training tradition into our twenty-first century lives. Through stories, real-life examples, reflections, and meditation practices—all told with warmth and humor—H. E. Khangser Rinpoche shows us how we can transform the suffering of our life into happiness. When we train the mind from within the context of our difficult emotions we can find true joy, just as the oyster transforms sand into a pearl.


“A Monk’s Guide to Finding Joy is a heartfelt invitation to a path of self-discovery and transformation. For anyone seeking a roadmap to genuine happiness based on the clarity, power, and depths of Buddhist teachings, this book is an invaluable companion on the journey!”


—Tara Brach, author of Radical Acceptance and Trusting the Gold














To my encouraging master, who taught me, inspired me, 
and acted as a powerful role model in my life.


To my loving mom, who wholeheartedly supports my ideas, 
regardless of how ambitious they are.


To my hopeful father, whose contagious optimism motivates me, 
even when things are not going well.


To my supportive brother, whose dedication to caring 
for our parents enables me to roam free and focus 
on my mission to help others.












I once had a clay pot, now I do not.


This case illustrates every composite thing.


It exemplifies human bodies of leisure and opportunity.


This being so, I Mila the yogin


Will press on in my practice without distraction.


This clay pot so important, the whole of my wealth,


Becomes my lama in the moment it breaks,


Teaching impermanence, how amazing!


—MILAREPA, in The Life of Milarepa,
 translated by Andrew Quintman
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Foreword
by His Holiness the Dalai Lama


Khangser Rinpoche is a knowledgeable monk who has studied at one of the great Tibetan monastic centers of learning re-established in South India, Sera Jey Monastery. He graduated with distinction as a geshe lharampa and went on to train at Gyuto Tantric College, where he now holds a position of eminence.


In addition to his learning as a scholar of the ancient Indian Nalanda tradition preserved in Tibetan monasteries, Khangser Rinpoche is also at home in the modern world. He has followers in many different countries and speaks fluent English.


ln this book, A Monk’s Guide to Finding Joy, Rinpoche shares what he has learned in practical terms. He’s not thinking in terms of past and future lives, but of how we can find joy in this very life. If we could remember that humanity is one, and if we were able to live in harmony and help one another, how good that would be.


As human beings, one of the most important things we have in common is a wish simply to be happy—none of us want to be miserable. The key to fulfilling this wish lies in training the mind. Not only can we tame our unruly emotions, but we can also learn to think in a more positive and healthy way. By achieving peace of mind and cultivating a warm heart, we can develop courage and inner strength so that when we are faced with difficulties, we can easily cope with them.




Rinpoche has illustrated his book with stories from many different sources that make what he has to say not only easy to understand, but also a pleasure to read. I am confident readers will take delight in this book and invite them to share the joy they find in it with others.
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Preface


THE CATALYST that led me to write this book was a woman who thanked me for saving her life. She thought the only way out of her relentless anguish was suicide. She read one of my books as a last-ditch effort, and after reading it, she felt optimistic and hopeful about her life. That inspired her to not just keep living but to accept reality as it is and change her mindset for the better. Yet it wasn’t me that saved her life; it was the culmination of the wisdom and compassion that I’ve learned from over forty years of studying and practicing the teachings of the Buddha. A buddha isn’t a god. A buddha is a person who is awake to the truth of the way things are. This insight into the truth, and the practices that help you cultivate this awareness, transforms suffering into wisdom and compassion, and ultimately joy. 


Even though I have an honorary title in the Buddhist community, I’m just a human with the same challenges as everyone else. I really can empathize with the struggles that all people face. And when I consider the suffering presently permeating life in our society, I feel an urgent desire to help, especially given the recent rise in depression and anxiety, which hits young people and women the hardest. The current state of our existence has increased fear, grief, sadness, anger, insecurity, division, and loneliness. Personally, I can vouch for the teachings of the Buddha. I practice his teachings myself and can say with one hundred percent certainty that they work. Doing charity projects, building a monastery, and offering instructions worldwide have been the results of my following this path. Even though I am very busy with philanthropic endeavors, I’m happy. I hope for you to be happy too! 


Writing this book started as a seed of hope for you, precious reader. Together with my volunteer team from Dipkar Vajrayana Institute, we pulled three of my unpublished manuscripts and carefully outlined them. We then weeded through the outlines for nuggets of wisdom that could help people struggling during these uncertain times. Once this book was outlined, it slowly took form over the course of a year. I headed many online quality-control meetings, which challenged the team. We had to meet across vastly different time zones and make space in our busy schedules to discuss content details. I do not have a personal income, but thanks to the generous monetary donations we received, we were able to hire a professional editor to help guide us through the writing process. I feel fortunate to have found a fantastic publishing company that encourages wisdom and the aspiration to help people live well. Now that the book is a reality, I hope you enjoy it. My primary focus throughout this time has been how I can help you, the reader, live a happy life. May the words on these pages open your mind and heart and bless you, as well as those in your lives, with a joyful existence.











Introduction


I FEEL SO grateful that my life has been graced with good fortune. In May 1975, in Kathmandu, Nepal, I was reborn as Sonam Topgyai. In Tibetan, my name means Merit with Increasing Strength. I was delivered to a dedicated mom with a kind heart and an optimistic dad who encouraged me to do my best. I was very close with my mom. Her compassionate heart always astounded me. Once, when I was seven years old, she risked her life by embarking on a long journey across rough, perilous terrain just to visit me at my school in northern India. By then, I had already been studying for two years and recognized as the eighth Khangser, which means Yellow House in Tibetan. 


One reason why I was recognized as the reincarnation of this spiritual teacher is because word got out that I remembered my past life. I would often talk with my mom about my vivid past life memories of riding a white horse and running a monastery. She always suspected I was special. Even when she was pregnant with me, she sensed that I would go on and do great and helpful things. It was no surprise to her that I was recognized as the eighth incarnate Khangser Rinpoche by the search party from Sera Jey Monastery. When they discovered me at five years of age, I wasn’t clear about what was going on around me, but I was clear about certain things from the past. I had a clear recollection of what my previous monastery looked like, particularly the surrounding mountains. I also felt well acquainted with monastic practices, such as sitting in lotus position with my hands poised in the teaching mudra. Even though I was uncertain of the role I was to play, it became clear fast that the title Rinpoche held a lot of importance.




Once they confirmed my previous existence, I was escorted to the monastery in southern India, where an enthronement ceremony was held for me. Students and monastics greeted me, claiming that I had been, and was now again, their teacher. At that moment, I felt so fortunate and blessed. Shortly after, I was assigned a caretaker by the name of Kelsang Chodak. He not only acted as a caring parent but answered my questions about life and the Buddhist path. He was not the only strong influential adult in my early years of study; at age eight, while attending school in India, I met the Tibetan teacher I refer to as my master. His name was Khensur Lobsang Tsering, and he was a former abbot of Sera Jey Monastery. I had an intuitive feeling that he was destined to teach me, so I made certain to talk with him. When I asked him whether I should follow the Buddhist path or not, he laughed joyfully in response. He knew that this path was a narrow, personal path that one must choose to take without any outside pressure. Pleased with his answer, and feeling grateful to find him, I gave him my prized little ceramic statue of the well-known Tibetan philosopher Lama Tsongkhapa. I appreciated finding such an excellent teacher.


My teacher was a calm, philosophical, intelligent person who was never rash. When making decisions, he’d carefully consider all the factors involved before deciding what to do. Once he made up his mind to do something, he’d work tirelessly toward his objective. I never once saw him dissuaded by unkind gossip or discouraging remarks, despite his revolutionary goals. He was the one who insisted that our Buddhist institutions adopt a strictly vegetarian diet, regardless of the Tibetan monks’ love of meat. He also revolutionized our monastery by incorporating health care and formal education into our traditional monastic system. He doggedly worked toward updating our antiquated ways of thinking and doing things while steadily following the Buddhist path. 


During the Cultural Revolution in China, a hostile campaign was waged to eliminate Tibetan religion, culture, identity, and traditions. During that time, my master was imprisoned for several years simply because he taught others a way to end their suffering. Nevertheless, despite his imprisonment, he refused to harbor any ill will toward his captors. Instead, he prayed in earnest to be freed so he could continue to help liberate others from their anguish. He never grumbled or griped over this incident or complained of any ills. Instead, he insisted that the purpose of his life was to benefit others. His greatest wish was to help ease the mental and emotional difficulties common to human existence. 


My master and I shared this goal, as we did many core beliefs. We had a close bond—so close that just prior to his passing, he conveyed to me that he would be dying soon. He conveyed this not in words, but by his silent response when I asked him to pray while I was away. He knew, and I too became aware, that he’d not be around to do so.


At age ninety-three my teacher passed away, but his mission did not. His modern way of seeing life, his wisdom, and his teachings live on inside of me. I share his revolutionary spirit and his appreciation of deep philosophic views. He helped me comprehend my role as Rinpoche. Like my master, my purpose is to serve others. For eight lifetimes I have made it my mission to help people find the right path, to offer my emotional support, and to provide resources for those who are materially vulnerable. My teacher pointed out that I’m indebted to multitudes of people who have shown me generosity and support—not just in this lifetime, but over many lifetimes. He urged me to pay back this karmic debt by giving assistance to others and expecting nothing in return. 


Thanks to the encouragement of my teachers, fellow monastics, caretakers, family, and master, not one moment of my life goes by without the thought of paying back the generosity of others. I owe so much! That is why I have studied long and hard to obtain the very highest geshe degree of monastic scholarship within the Tibetan Geluk tradition, a doctorate degree in Tantric Buddhism, and mastery in the Nyingma Buddhist tradition. I’ve dedicated my entire life to providing spiritual medicine for what ails a broken spirit. I am on a mission to help as many as I am able. Once, a woman believed so heavily in my mission that even though she was of little means, she gave me the only thing she had of great worth, her gold wedding band. She insisted I keep it. I never sold that band; I keep it as a precious reminder of just how much I owe this world and its inhabitants. This sort of kind generosity is an inspiration to me. Because of people like her, I have developed successful charities and research projects worldwide. All to help alleviate the suffering I witness. 


Some suffering that I’ve witnessed I can’t shake. I recall the time I saw a frail, ragged man searching in the garbage for a scrap of food. He found one small piece of bread saturated in filth but ravenously scarfed it down as if he hadn’t eaten in weeks. Incidents like this fuel my efforts to give materially. Some people don’t even have the means to obtain the basic things needed to live. They lack food, clean water, and shelter. Without these basics, how can someone even begin to think of working on their spiritual improvement? I witness others who have so much wealth yet are impoverished on the inside. They suffer with deep, suicidal depression and struggle with negative emotions such as hatred and greed. Some people I have encountered feel so desperate for inner relief that they take their own lives. Their pain compels me to write books and start research projects that address clear, simple methods to alleviate mental suffering and its associated physical ills. Furthermore, to prevent this sort of inner turmoil, I’ve set up free in-person and online classes and meditation sessions to impart the helpful wisdom that I have learned.


It seems safe to say that all humans on this earth desperately want happiness. Not just fleeting happiness, but steady, reliable joy. Of late, we have been attempting to capture happiness by any means—especially by making technological advances and relying on consumerism. But happiness cannot, and never will, exist outside of us. It is, without a doubt, an inside job. 


I would like to help you to live a strong and happy life. I sincerely feel that anyone can benefit from the Buddha’s teachings, regardless of their religion, way of life, or beliefs. In fact, it is okay to keep these things and just incorporate what is helpful from Buddhist teachings into your way of living. My particular Buddhist tradition, however, is not like the mindfulness movement that has become so popular in the West. Although mindfulness meditation, in which you repeatedly let go of thoughts, can be very helpful, in my tradition this is a beginner’s practice known as shamatha, or calm abiding. This meditation, where you focus on something to anchor you in the moment, does induce relaxation and assists with attention, but it alone doesn’t treat the root cause of a person’s afflictions. Rather, the tradition of lojong, or mind training, treats what ails you. It not only tames your mind but trains you to think in a positive and healthy way. We use contemplative practices that build inner, mental strength, so that when we do encounter difficulties, we can easily endure them. This sort of analytic mind training is a path rather than a destination. It is meant to turn your mind toward your heart—toward kindness and compassion. Ultimately, it is a way of living that cultivates joy. This is what we call mind training. That is why it is not enough to simply work with your mind; you also are tasked to integrate what you learn into your everyday life. 


The sole objective of this book is to wholeheartedly offer you wisdom that is at the core of my extensive education and give you ways in which you can benefit from these ancient teachings in a modern way. Each chapter in this book concludes with profound spiritual reflections and tried-and-true practices. After reading the reflection, take a moment to contemplate the story and then deeply ponder the correlating practice. Commit these practices to memory. Consider them as an arsenal of spiritual tools available for eliminating suffering. To reinforce these practices and to help you develop a wise mind and a kind heart, there is a mind training practice section at the end of this book. All of this is meant to be used in your day-to-day life. Although some practices may seem deceptively simple, I assure you that they are not. We tend to operate on habitual tendencies, and negative habits are not easily broken. That is why I urge you not to underestimate the power that training your mind can have in breaking these habits. Approach these practices with dogged determination. You will never know if these methods work if you don’t apply them to your life. Try for at least several months, make a strong effort, and remember that everyone has the potential to become a happy buddha—even you.














CHAPTER 1


Nothing Lasts Forever


I SUSPECT you already know that nothing lasts forever. Take, for example, the global toilet paper shortage of 2020. Once the stay-at-home order was issued during the COVID-19 pandemic, fear triggered homebound people to get creative. So, they created the toilet paper-filled panic rooms of their dreams. These early shoppers mounded piles of toilet paper in their shopping carts, raced to the register, then rushed their stuffed vehicles home. They attempted to hoard their way to security, an effort to make toilet paper last forever. Seeing this, other shoppers raced to score what was left. Social media and funny memes swiftly emphasized this scarcity, which encouraged yet another wave of hoarding shoppers. When latecomers were faced with those empty store shelves, where toilet paper used to be, they were shocked! Believe it or not, many people thought that toilet paper would always be available. Empty-handed shoppers were left dumbfounded and muttering, “Why me?”


For decades I have enthusiastically acted as a spiritual and material support to students, communities, fellow monastics, and laypeople. Based on my many years of counseling troubled people, I’ve noticed that when something terrible happens to someone, the first question that most people seem to ask is, “Why me?” Of course, if something good happens in their life—for example, winning a million dollars in the lottery—they do not ask, “Why me?” Instead, they joyfully accept their good fortune and announce, “I am so lucky; I have lots of money to spend! I’m sure to be happy now!” That’s the way we judge our circumstances. We’re happy when things go our way and unhappy when they don’t. But is it helpful to take the good and reject the bad? Life inevitably has both good and bad circumstances. Furthermore, asking “Why me?” does not help you resolve the problem. It is like asking, “Which comes first, the chicken or the egg?” You will never know the answer. So why ponder such questions? The next time you encounter something terrible, do not ask, “Why me?” Instead, ask yourself, “Which came first, the chicken or the egg?” Because both questions are equally ineffectual.


It’s so easy to fall prey to the “why me” voice of self-pity in your head, but I implore you to instead accept the reality of the problem, just as it is. It’s empowering to take accountability for the issues in your life. If you accept your dire circumstances, you can transform problematic matters and in turn apply suitable solutions. First, you must genuinely believe the fundamental truth of impermanence. You must understand that life is always changing and that nothing lasts forever. Not even toilet paper. However, simply hearing about the truth of change and having an intellectual understanding that nothing lasts forever is not enough. You must live your life as though nothing lasts forever. That is why part of this book’s mission is to help free you of feeling stuck in your hardships and stuck with the useless question of “Why me?”


A REASON FOR HOPE


It’s important to muster up the courage and accept the reality of your life just as it unfolds. In truth, just being alive is a great adventure. You will have all sorts of good experiences, but you will also encounter some unwelcome surprises. Some surprises might even seem devastating. Still, one thing is certain: there is always hope because everything is temporary. You, and everything you encounter, are between a hello and a goodbye. Change is inevitable. The sooner you can accept this reality, the sooner you can stop asking “Why me?” and instead face your problems so you can find real solutions.


When we flesh out the cause of the toilet paper shortage, many of us become terrified of the immutable truth that nothing lasts forever. The truth is that everything is constantly changing. But another unwavering truth is that you are much more intelligent than your fears. Subconsciously, you know for a fact that change is valuable. For example, the pandemic lockdown of 2020 determined my food choices. Since my lockdown occurred in a monastery in Nepal, I was left eating whatever was in the communal pantry. We had simple foods like instant noodles or rice for every meal. My mind was grateful for the food, but my weary tastebuds tired of the same meals for months on end. A change couldn’t come sooner! Fortunately, the lockdown did not last forever, so now I can genuinely appreciate a variety of foods. I will enjoy the variety while I can and will do so even more knowing that it is fleeting, like life itself. We should all feel so fortunate that things don’t last forever. Can you imagine eating the same food forever? Would even your favorite food remain your favorite if you had to eat it forever? Imagine eating just cheese pizza, or my favorite, the plant-based Impossible Burger, forever! Fortunately, we live in a phenomenal world that is filled with change. Change, as well as the variety it brings, makes our mortal existence more enjoyable. 


The rainbow is a symbol of hope. There would be no colorful rainbow if it weren’t for the rain. You must weather the storm to even glimpse a rainbow. The weather is a perfect example of the variety and surprises your life holds. Surely you have noticed that lately this variety has been more varied than expected, with fire tornados, orange skies, raining ash, deep freezes in the desert, molten rock streams, tropical snow, as well as houses and cars floating downstream. This all sounds like the stuff of science fiction, but this is part of the dynamic, ever-changing world we are living in.


In mid-February 2021, in the United States, the typically temperate state of Texas plummeted into an unexpected and lengthy deep freeze. The electrical grid, household pipes, and water resources were no match for the polar vortex. Infrastructure failures left more than 4.5 million Texas homes without power and resulted in 246 deaths. The events in Texas were catastrophic, but like the rainbow, there was hope! The snow melted and the utilities returned, giving Texans a chance to acknowledge the problems they faced, repair the issues, and weatherize properly. Even though the calamity with the Texas power grid will not be easily resolved, it brought awareness to a life-threatening problem so that helpful changes can be made. If you accept the reality of your troubles, change will help to change you. You have an incredible, natural ability to meet and adapt to the challenges of your life simply by accepting your problems and then evolving with the changes. You must take responsibility for your own world and rest your mind in the fact that no matter how great the storm, a colorful rainbow of hope awaits you.


Change provides surprises and diversity; just as no two faces are exactly the same, no two life experiences are the same. Furthermore, your face will change over time, and your life experience will alter, too. Transformation is inevitable—that is why the first part of taking charge of your life is adopting the understanding that life itself is subject to change. Life, without a doubt, will end in death. As a fact, you will pass away one day, as so many have before you. I urge you not to overly focus on the finality part, however, and instead focus on healthy ways to live so you can appreciate your life’s journey right here and right now.


You need to be practical and know what is of benefit to your life so that when you are on your deathbed, you can say, “I had a happy life that was worth living.” I can’t stress the importance of this enough! Too many people waste their lives either depressed from clinging to unpleasant encounters in their past or anxiously pondering what might happen in the unforeseeable future. While it may not be apparent at first, both of these emotional dispositions are self-centered. Instead of thinking so much about yourself and your inevitable end, I invite you to consider the changing world around you. Nothing that is in your present experience will last forever. Not one object, not one feeling, not one circumstance, not your perception, and not even awareness will stay the same. But I assure you, reformation is your rainbow of hope. If you entirely accept the inevitability of change, you can undoubtedly endure the fleeting, painful parts of your life. 


Believing that nothing lasts forever is one of those things that is easier said than done. Imagine you just purchased a brand-new smartphone or any other piece of current technology that you’ve had your eye on for some time. Furthermore, you have always wanted something state of the art like this, and now you finally have the money to purchase it. As you do for most new things, you quickly become overly attached to this gadget and its services. How would you feel if something unexpected happened to your brand-new gadget? How would you feel if the screen cracked, if it fell into water, or if it simply wouldn’t fully charge? Even if something minor happens to it, you’re more than likely to turn irritable and unhappy. But if you simply reminded yourself of the truth that nothing lasts forever, you would not get so agitated when something like this happens. You would understand that it is natural for things to alter over time. When you contemplate the reality of change, your mind will begin to expect it, and you won’t feel as surprised. As a result, you’ll be far more relaxed when something breaks or gets lost.


Perhaps you’re okay with things around you changing. Maybe you don’t feel so invested in your gadgets. But are you all right with the changes you see in the mirror? Are you okay when there is a change in your health, your pain level, or your mobility? Some people are heavily attached to their bodies and have a tough time enduring the unavoidable changes it undergoes over the years. When you are too attached to your body, you tend to have a corresponding notion that your body is the same as it was in the past and has remained unchanged over time. Sometimes this leads to taking up an age-inappropriate manner of dress and behavior. But frankly, neither youthful clothing nor behavior can stop the aging process—only perhaps disguise it a little.


If you’re fortunate to live a long life, it’s just a matter of time before a stranger offers you a senior discount. Someone might point out that they are grandparents, too, or simply mention that your hair is a little more salt than pepper. If you are attached to your age and someone merely hints at the fact that you are growing old, that alone could be enough to make you consider plastic surgery. Seeing your body age may make you quite upset. Age-attached persons refuse to acknowledge the truth of just how much their bodies have changed. If you are age-attached, it may be challenging for you, but it’s in your best interest to accept the reality of how old you are. After all, only things like cheese improve with age. As your body becomes fragile over time, it needs even more excellent care. Accepting your age, respecting your limitations, and caring for your aging body is an act of kindness toward yourself and your loved ones.


Acceptance of the truth is critical to the development of joy! How can you feel happy if you’re stuck in a web of lies? From this point forward, I encourage you to accept the truth of the temporary nature of things, including the hardships that you may encounter in life. When you are in the thick of your troubles, don’t make matters worse for yourself by struggling with the truth. Accept your circumstances and cease to believe that the hardships, and the suffering these troubles cause, are indefinite. Don’t cave in to your worries. Your incessant worrying results in deceptive mental fables, negative inner dialogue, and even greater suffering. If you feel trapped in your troubles, the practice at the end of this chapter can help you.


THE CLOUDS OF EMOTION


I have observed that those suffering from a bout of depression are especially prone to assuming that their hardships and sufferings are hopelessly permanent. Even mild depression has an obscuring quality that makes it even harder to accept the truth of change. It makes you feel like you’ll never be free from whatever troubles you encounter, so it takes more effort to see the fleeting nature of hardship. But I have a strong wish for those of you who feel stuck in your depression: please rest assured that improvement is a certainty! Hope is a solid reality. Although they may seem permanent to you, these hopeless feelings of insecurity and sadness are like temporary clouds in the sky. While these clouds of emotion obscure the sun, the truth of change, it still shines brightly behind. Your difficulties needn’t feel permanent. When you feel emotionally stuck, committing to a strong practice of contemplating impermanence can help lift your mind from the clouds of sadness. As a word of caution, if after such a practice you still feel hopelessly entrenched in depression, please accept the reality of the problem by seeking appropriate professional care. Clinical depression is a serious medical matter that can be addressed with the right treatment. Once under treatment, ask your physician if this sort of practice is advisable. 


Please keep in mind that change is inevitable. You needn’t feel trapped in negative emotions, regardless of how awful existence seems, because nothing is permanent. You can take charge of the improvements you wish to see. If you accept reality just as it is, you will encourage your mind to seek realistic alternatives. Focus on the inevitability of change and be extra kind to yourself. Any problem you face and the resulting hurt that you feel, no matter how strong, will pass as surely as clouds part and the sun shines again. 


BECOMING FAMILIAR WITH LIFE’S UNPREDICTABILITY


The COVID-19 pandemic provided an excellent lesson in the reality that nothing lasts forever. People across the globe lost economic stability, job security, support services, lifestyle norms, and even some measure of hope. They also lost good mental and physical health. But most significantly, people lost their lives. This fateful event showed our shared mortality and how well we humans react to significant changes. Many were left asking, “Why me?” But others courageously faced the truth and sought out a solution to this world-changing crisis. Once the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention and the World Health Organization brought to light the catastrophic nature of this contagion, various collaborative efforts developed between different sectors of society. Private pharmaceutical firms joined forces with public health agencies and university laboratories to combat the growing number of COVID casualties. After fervent attempts to develop a cure, helpful vaccines were ultimately generated widely enough to slow down the speed with which this infectious disease was able to claim lives. The acknowledgment of the truth of change by medical and scientific researchers was instrumental in helping reduce the enormous amount of suffering caused by this widespread ailment. This exemplifies how accepting the truth is the real key to positive transformation. 


In my corner of the world, we had to accept a different truth. In the West, vaccines were as easy to come by as a Coca-Cola. But where I live, the COVID vaccine was as precious and rare as gold. I was fortunate enough to be offered a vaccine shortly after they were developed, but I refused it—not because I am against vaccines, but because I knew that at that critical time, one other person would be denied a life-saving shot if I accepted it. My life’s work has enabled me a level of comfort and familiarity with life’s unpredictability. As a result, I am not afraid of death. I am certain that death, like everything else, also doesn’t last forever.


I am an enormous fan of the prominent psychiatrist Dr. Ian Stevenson and his fascinating, meticulous studies of children’s memories of their former lives. Dr. Stevenson went to great lengths to scientifically investigate the details of his findings as a researcher at the University of Virginia. What he discovered was enough to turn even a hardcore skeptic into a believer in the concept of rebirth. Dr. Stevenson studied thousands of children’s past-life recollections from around the world. Time and time again, he could locate prominent figures from their memories and validate that these children’s past-life memories were highly accurate. I can relate to his findings given that I also have an identifiable previous life. Consequently, I know that death, like everything else, is simply a natural process of transformation and change. Some people find this hard to believe. However, just a basic understanding of your forever-changing existence can make a huge difference in the quality of your life and encourage positive ways of living.


Suppose you accept the truth that nothing lasts forever. In that case, you also know that no single stage of any individual process will last forever either, including the process of dying. That is part of the reason I don’t fear death. I am aware that there is a myriad of ideas about what happens after death, but I’d like to share what I have learned on the subject. I don’t wish to frighten you; I merely intend to be helpful and familiarize you with what I have discovered about this process. I hope that imparting the knowledge that I possess on the subject will help eliminate some of your fear of one of the most mysterious and most significant changes of all.


People avoid the topic of their mortality because the idea of it can be frightening. There is nothing to fear, though; dying is as natural as life itself. And if you’ve read any of Dr. Stevenson’s books, as I have, then it’s logical to assume that death is just a steppingstone to a new life. You needn’t believe what I say; after all, it’s wise to do your own research on the subject. But I hope you will consider the knowledge I’ve gleaned from a lifetime of profound study of the works that have been passed down and verified by practitioners over many centuries. First, I would like to give you a basic breakdown of the changes you’ll undergo during the dying process to make it very predictable. The more you know, the less surprised you will be when your own time comes. 


The dying process


Your body is made of four general elements: The earth element, like the minerals that make up your bones; the water element, like your blood; the fire element, like the warmth of your body; and the air element, like the breath in your lungs. When your body has nearly reached its end, your intelligent mind—or soul, essence, or whatever you want to call it—knows it is time to let go.


At first, your body and your mind begin to separate, causing a series of physical changes. Initially, the earth element will leave your body, which gives rise to a feeling of your body falling, even though clearly it is not. Next, the water element leaves your body, causing thirst and a sense of dryness. Then the fire element departs, causing your body temperature to gradually cool. Then, lastly, the wind element leaves your body, and your breathing rattles, then stops. These are universal natural stages of death that any hospice care workers would encounter—obviously, these are not the stages of a sudden or drug-induced death. It’s essential for you to be kind and gentle with yourself as you go through this process. Once breath stops and your heart ceases to beat, from the perspective of medical science, this is the moment of your body’s clinical death. This is all quite natural; everybody must go through it, and it’s simply another change. If this is too much for your mind to handle at this time, try to imagine the state you’d be in if you lived indefinitely. In middle age, one’s body already feels a little achy. Can you imagine how achy you’d feel in a hundred more years?


Once clinical death is established and the body’s organs begin to shut down, you will behold a white light. Seeing this light is like seeing something in a lucid dream. In a lucid dream, you are aware that you are dreaming and thus feel a sense of control over what you encounter. You needn’t fear anything in this type of dream. According to the Hospice Organization of America, this period of sensory change may begin just prior to clinical death. The dying person may experience and vocalize hallucinations that they encounter. They may hear, see, or feel things that the living do not sense. These hallucinations may be frightening or comforting to the dying person, depending on their content. The person may speak of seeing religious figures. The dying person may talk about taking a trip or other activities related to travel, like packing a bag or boarding an airplane. The awareness of their death may bring a peaceful feeling, particularly if it carries the prospect of reunification with loved ones or with spiritual beings. As you progress through this stage, either before or after clinical death, please know that even if you encounter a fearsome beast, it is not real and is merely a projection of your extraordinary mind. In fact, if you understand this, you might as well enjoy any apparitions within this lucid dream-like state. At this point, your mind is fully letting go of your body.


After the period of sensory changes and the appearance of the white light, there follows a red light and then blackness. These appearances are enough to recognize with certainty that one is experiencing the dying process. This experience is like falling asleep. Our ordinary perceptions, such as hearing and seeing, subside. We gradually enter a very subtle state of consciousness, followed by the actual, deep tranquil state where ordinary sensory perception ceases. When we encounter blackness, we cannot perceive anything; this is like fainting. The remarkable thing about being unconscious is it is quite restful.


After this state of blackness, we see clear light. The clear light is the most direct encounter you can have with your true nature, or what I call buddha nature. The experience of clear light is accompanied by a very distinctive spacious, free, empty feeling. Some Buddhist practices, such as familiarization with impermanence and the stages of death, offer preparation for this encounter. Once you encounter the clear light, my tradition states that you are officially deceased. Because meditation on the clear light provides the greatest opportunity for enlightenment, it is imperative to pay close attention and remain wholly focused on what you are experiencing. The clear light lasts from a single moment up to three days and can result in awakening. It is a spiritual experience of an enormous empty space. There are no sensory objects or pretty colors, just the vast emptiness of the clear light vision. This clean, pure state of being, free of hallucinations, can give way to mental projections. Remember, whatever you encounter, you needn’t fear; it is merely a product of your mind, similar to a hallucination. Because of this, we should establish healthy habits in our lives now. Those healthy habits—for example, of meditation, prayer, generosity, self-reflection, and actively using the practices in this book—can help you deal with your mental state throughout the dying process. In my tradition of Buddhism, we believe that how you live your current life, and your state of mind at the time of death, influences your future life. Our spiritual practices aim to eliminate fears and regrets so that we can live and die in peace, joy, and possibly even bliss. The better your practice, the better your outcome.


PREPARING FOR THE FUTURE


Your strong karmic impressions and habitual tendencies play a significant part in determining your future. These imprints tend to carry over from one life to the next. Dr. Ian Stevenson’s research of children’s past-life memories touches on this phenomenon. He found correlations between the recollection of how one died in a past life and current phobias. For example, if a child had a past-life memory of drowning, they exhibited an intense fear of water in their current life. He noted that children lose their phobic behaviors once their recollection of that previous life fades. Dr. Stevenson also collected many cases of children who possessed birth defects and birthmarks associated with fatal wounds from their previous lives. Apparently, past-life experiences not only affect a person’s current life mentally but also physically. How one lives, how one dies, and one’s mental state at the time of death are all important factors in rebirth. Knowledge of our impermanence and mind training practices can help you prepare for the colossal change called death.


As a reincarnated Buddhist master, I am a firm believer in rebirth. I have returned to assist beings in awakening to their true nature. For me to help you, however, you needn’t believe in the possibility of living multiple lives. In fact, whether you chose a religious preference or not doesn’t matter to me. What is most essential is for you to focus on the best and healthiest way to live your life now. Your life does not last forever and that makes it all the more precious. In my tradition, we live our lives moment by moment, and consistently mindful of death. We have a certain meditation on death that focuses on the following, which you can take a moment to reflect on too.


Death is certain. You can’t escape death, so you must practice now in order to reach your highest spiritual and mental potential. The time of death is uncertain. Your physical body is vulnerable to disease and life-threatening situations. It doesn’t matter whether you are young or old, sick or well—you can die regardless of such circumstances. Life is the dash between birth and death. You don’t know how long that dash will be, so practice now, not later. Your spiritual and mental practice is the only thing that will help you at your time of death. Your wealth, relatives, friends, body, and the like can’t help you at the time of your death. Thinking in this way may seem morbid, but it makes your life more meaningful, helps you focus on what is truly important, and lets you face death with courage and hope. 


The main point of this meditation is to accept change and live with the thought that you and those around you will not be around forever. It’s imperative to not spend your life worried, upset, or in meaningless squabbles, but instead make your fleeting existence as extraordinary as possible.


To drive the point home, imagine that you are one of five prisoners. All five of you have hurt one another and consequently are mutual enemies. To your dismay, you are all placed in a small holding cell together. After being forced to be in the company of those you despise, you are then told that all five of you will be executed the next day. At first you may argue, but once it truly dawns on you that everyone’s lives end tomorrow, do you sincerely think you’d squabble throughout the night? If you offered forgiveness and were kind to your fellow inmates, how would that change things for you?


This situation is no different than our real lives. Right now, we are living together in this dynamic, changing world. We all rely on one another for things like goods and services, yet we are all prone to arguing and self-focused “why me” thinking. Thirty, forty, fifty years from now, you may be gone. Perhaps even sooner—who knows? Possibly fifteen years from now. It could be even shorter than that, maybe just a few days. Nothing lasts forever, so why waste your valuable fleeting life fighting with others and being upset? You are worthy of a life of joy, but it truly is up to you to make that happen.


This reminds me of a story. There once was a man who really wanted to go to heaven. He was spiritually strict; he avoided the corrupting influence of the world by living bare naked in the woods and eating only one small meal a day for many years. As a result, his health began to fail. When he finally went to see a doctor, he was fragile, shaky, and covered in insect bites. The doctor examined this sickly man and told him that he needed to take better care of his health or else he’d meet an untimely demise. After some consideration, the doctor took pity on his wayward patient. He offered the man a free month at a superb health resort in Switzerland. He hoped the man would recuperate before resuming what the doctor wished would be a healthier spiritual practice.


The man objected because he was deeply committed to his spiritual practice of asceticism and could never stay in such a luxurious resort. But the doctor spelled it out in black and white for him by saying, “The choice is up to you: Switzerland or heaven.” A few minutes after leaving the hospital, the man shakily came running back into the doctor’s office, exclaiming, “Okay, okay! I’ve decided—I’ll take Switzerland!” This is human nature: what we want the most is the contentment of happiness, and we want it in this life rather than in some afterlife. It’s best to be realistic. The reality is that nothing lasts forever; things change, so why not be in charge of how they change?


RIPPLES IN THE POND


The reality of change is proof that your life is miraculously moldable. Your life is like water, which has no shape of its own. If you pour water into a round container, it takes on a round shape; if you pour it into a square container, it takes on a square shape. By the same token, your life takes the form of your choices. Good choices lead to good outcomes. Bad choices lead to bad outcomes. Many people are making the good choice to meditate to calm their minds. Making the choice to work with your mind is a step in the right direction. But for lasting joy, it is not enough to simply calm your mind; you must also choose to be an architect and work with your mind in such a way that you build a world worth living in. Furthermore, you mustn’t work only with your mind, but also with your heart! Your mind and heart operate as a team. If you make wise choices that include caring for and sharing with others, you’ll create a world filled with peace and compassion. Your choices generate change.
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